
Mistakes,
Errors and Failures
across Cultures

Elisabeth Vanderheiden
Claude-Hélène Mayer  Editors

Navigating Potentials 



Mistakes, Errors and Failures across Cultures



Elisabeth Vanderheiden • Claude-Hélène Mayer
Editors

Mistakes, Errors and Failures 
across Cultures
Navigating Potentials



Editors
Elisabeth Vanderheiden
Catholic Adult Education of Germany
Römerberg, Germany

Claude-Hélène Mayer
Department of Industrial Psychology  
and People Management
University of Johannesburg
Johannesburg, South Africa

Institut für Therapeutische Kommunikation 
und Sprachgebrauch
Europa Universität Viadrina
Frankfurt (Oder), Germany

ISBN 978-3-030-35573-9    ISBN 978-3-030-35574-6 (eBook)
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-35574-6

© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2020
This work is subject to copyright. All rights are reserved by the Publisher, whether the whole or part of 
the material is concerned, specifically the rights of translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation, 
broadcasting, reproduction on microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission or information 
storage and retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology 
now known or hereafter developed.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this publication 
does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt from the relevant 
protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors, and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information in this book 
are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the publisher nor the authors or the 
editors give a warranty, expressed or implied, with respect to the material contained herein or for any 
errors or omissions that may have been made. The publisher remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional 
claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

This Springer imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature Switzerland AG.
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-35574-6


v

Foreword

I was delighted that Elisabeth Vanderheiden and Claude-Hélène Mayer asked if I 
could provide a Foreword to their interesting book exploring the genesis of mis-
takes. Mistakes are perhaps the most common of human errors and often the least 
understood. My delight came from the fact that the invitation came just as I was 
completing the renewal of my Certified Instrument Flight Instructor (yes, research-
ers do have lives outside of the laboratory). To be sure, aviation has had an under-
standable concern with eliminating mistakes. For the layman, this concern has 
seemed to be focused on commercial operations. CRM (cockpit resource manage-
ment) came about after the crash of a United Airlines DC-8 in the northwest which 
ran out of fuel shortly before landing at the airport. The analysis of the incident 
revealed that the crew depended too much on the captain as they tried to solve a 
problem all the while using precious fuel. That incident resulted in the airline, fol-
lowed by the entire industry, to adopt training on how to delegate and integrate the 
resources of the crew, hence CRM. But in the public’s mind, there seems to be less 
concern about general aviation in avoiding, if not eliminating, mistakes. Many of 
the mistakes in this domain may not result in the loss of life, though some do. One 
case I remember well was that of a doctor and his wife who set off in their single 
engine for a trip for a mid-south state to Texas. The pilot carefully calculated the 
amount of fuel he would need to easily reach an airport for refueling. However, for 
reasons unknown, he underestimated the strength of headwinds as they approached 
the airport. When on final approach, they ran out of fuel and hit trees just off the end 
of the runway. Both lives were lost. Another example is from my own early days as 
a pilot. We had just moved to a state in the Southern United States to a town about 
50 miles away from the Mississippi River. On one of those perfect VFR days, we 
decided to fly over to the river and see the barges from a thousand feet. So, we flew 
up and down the river for a while and then headed back to the home base. Now, this 
was normally a 45-minute jaunt in our 172, but it seemed to drag on and on. And 
then I realized I was lost; all the land looked the same. The two lakes that bracketed 
the home airport were nowhere to be seen. Finally, I called for help from ATC, who 
found me, and I realized that we had drifted 50 miles south. Yes, a mistake in that as 
a new pilot is that I forgot to use the instruments in the plane to triangulate between 
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two VORs and keep myself on course. But it was an unintentional mistake. But, one, 
if the weather had turned nasty, could have had undesirable consequence. The point 
being that there are intentional mistakes (usually accompanied by the optimism 
bias), such as scud running and unintentional errors. Over the years, the CFI training 
has significantly changed to a focus on risk assessment and mitigation. And I would 
suggest that the concept of risk assessment can be applied outside of the aviation 
community, e.g., in analyzing vehicular accidents such as starting a trip on an icy 
day without considering the probability of losing control.

What this book takes as its rationale is “are mistakes, errors, and failures culture 
bound?” To be sure, in aviation, we have known for some time that cultures that are 
highly hierarchical make for problems in the cockpit. For example, a Korean 
Airlines 747 crashed on approach to a landing because the first officer would not 
forcefully speak up when he realized that the captain was allowing the plane to drop 
below the glide slope. The analysis suggested that Korean culture vested almost 
god-like characteristics in the captain. As a result, Korean revamped its entire train-
ing and evaluation program. Of course, this issue is not confined to one airline or 
one country; similar events have occurred in many countries. But we tend to see 
these issues, at least before this book, as restricted to certain occupations and not 
generally spread throughout the culture and through many aspects of everyday liv-
ing. For that reason, this book can serve as a guide to future research on mistakes, 
errors, and failures.

This is an important book; the chapters are written with care to the existing 
research and applications to real-world issues. The authors are to be commended for 
advancing our knowledge of this critical area.

Dan Landis completed his PhD in General-Theoretical Psychology from Wayne 
State University in 1963. He has held several academic and research positions. He 
is currently Affiliate Professor of Psychology at the University of Hawaii at Mānoa, 
Professor Emeritus of Psychology, and Dean Emeritus of the College of Liberal 
Arts, University of Mississippi. He is also Past Chair of the Department of 
Psychology, Indiana University-Purdue University Indianapolis, Research 
Psychologist at Educational Testing Service, Senior Research Psychologist at the 
Franklin Institute, and Visiting Research Professor at the East-West Center; Defense 
Equal Opportunity Management Institute (DEOMI); University of Illinois; Victoria 
University in Wellington, NZ; and Primate Laboratory, University of Wisconsin. He 
is the Founding Editor in Chief of the International Journal of Intercultural 
Relations (1977–2011), the Founding President of the International Academy for 
Intercultural Research, and the Coeditor/Author of Ethnic Conflict: International 
Perspectives (1985), of the three editions of the Handbook of Intercultural Training 
(1986, 1996, 2004), of the Handbook of Ethnic Conflict: International Perspectives 
(2012), and of Neuroscience in Intercultural Contexts (2015). A Mandarin transla-
tion of the 2004 Training Handbook was published by Peking University Press in 
2010. He is an Elected Fellow of several organizations: American Psychological 
Association, Association for Psychological Science, Society for the Psychological 
Study of Social Issues, Division of International Psychology of APA, and 
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International Academy for Intercultural Research. He is listed in Who’s Who and 
other biographical compendiums. In 2007, he was given a Lifetime Achievement 
Award by the International Academy for Intercultural Research and, in 2012, was 
honored by the American Psychological Association with its award for Distinguished 
Contributions to the Internationalization of Psychology.

Keaau, HI, USA Dan Landis
danl@hawaii.edu
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Chapter 1
“There Is a Crack in Everything. That’s 
How the Light Gets in”: An Introduction 
to Mistakes, Errors and Failure 
as Resources

Elisabeth Vanderheiden and Claude-Hélène Mayer

Abstract To fail in a task, to misjudge a situation and to make wrong conclusions, 
or to be unable to achieve a desired goal, are basic human experiences that occur in 
everyday activities as well as in longer-term projects in the context of personal 
development. But the assessments of what is a mistake, an error, or a failure depend 
heavily on cultural as well as individual contexts. Errors, failures and mistakes do 
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“I have often said that from the amoeba to Einstein there is only 
one step. Both work with the method of trial and error. The 
amoeba must hate error, for it dies when it errs. But Einstein 
knows that we can learn only from our mistakes, and he spares 
no effort to make new trials in order to detect new errors, and to 
eliminate them from our theories. The step that the amoeba 
cannot take, but Einstein can, is to achieve a critical, a 
self-critical attitude, a critical approach. It is the greatest of the 
virtues that the invention of the human language puts within our 
grasp. I believe that it will make peace possible.”

Karl Popper, All Life is Problem Solving

“There is a crack in everything (there is a crack in everything) That’s how the light gets in”. 
Leonard Cohen, Anthem
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not constitute objectively ascertainable facts, but are subject to the validity of cer-
tain rules within a context-dependent judgement. These rules can exist in various 
forms and degrees of explicitness and are adopted in the course of social negotiation 
processes. The aim of this book is to synthesise empirical research-based and theo-
retical perspectives on mistakes, errors, and failure in and across cultures, in order 
to provide a comprehensive view of contemporary research and practice which is 
accessible to researchers and practicing professionals internationally.

Mistakes or errors can, at the individual level, cause deep shame and embarrass-
ment, and can lead to severe personal, organisational and collective crises. However, 
they can also be viewed as a resource for self-development and organisational, col-
lective and societal change. At the organisational level, mistakes, errors and failure 
can have serious consequences for individuals such as employees or clients in the 
field of transportation, or in the context of medicine or chemistry, for example. At 
the same time, they can reveal inaccuracies in process chains, or weaknesses in a 
system, and they can also trigger contingent and sustainable improvement pro-
cesses on all levels. Even in the political context, actual or perceived wrong deci-
sions can have massive and long-lasting consequences for individuals, societal 
groups and subcultures, and for the society as such. Societal mistakes, errors and 
failures might then even be discussed in global contexts and in terms of their uni-
versal impact.

Keywords Mistakes · Error · Failure · Resource · Across cultures

1.1  Introduction

To fail in a task, to misjudge a situation and to make wrong conclusions, or to be 
unable to achieve a desired goal, are basic human experiences that occur in every-
day activities as well as in longer-term projects in the context of personal develop-
ment. But the assessments of what is a mistake, an error or a failure depend heavily 
on cultural as well as individual contexts (see Backert 2004; Pitta et al. 1999; Frese 
and Keith 2015; Mu et al. 2015; Chaps. 5, 11, 13, 23, 26 and 31). Errors, failures and 
mistakes do not constitute objectively ascertainable facts, but are subject to the 
validity of certain rules within a context-dependent judgement (Reason 1990, 1995, 
2005; Lei 2018; Giolito and Verdin 2018). These rules can exist in various forms 
and degrees of explicitness and are adopted in the course of social negotiation pro-
cesses (Heid 1999). The aim of this book is to synthesise empirical research-based 
and theoretical perspectives on mistakes, errors and failure in and across cultures, in 
order to provide a comprehensive view of contemporary research and practice 
which is accessible to researchers and practising professionals internationally.

Mistakes or errors can, at the individual level, cause deep shame and embarrass-
ment and can lead to severe personal, organisational and collective crises. However, 
they can also be viewed as a resource for self-development and organisational, col-
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lective and societal change. At the organisational level, mistakes, errors and failure 
can have serious consequences for individuals such as employees or clients in the 
field of transportation, or in the context of medicine or chemistry, for example. At 
the same time, they can reveal inaccuracies in process chains, or weaknesses in a 
system, and they can also trigger contingent and sustainable improvement processes 
on all levels. Even in the political context, actual or perceived wrong decisions can 
have massive and long-lasting consequences for individuals, societal groups and 
subcultures and for the society as such. Societal mistakes, errors and failures might 
then even be discussed in global contexts and in terms of their universal impact.

In this book, the authors explore:

 1. The handling of mistakes, errors and failure from different cultural 
perspectives.

 2. Practical approaches to mistakes, errors and failure across cultures including 
models for working with mistakes, errors and failure in self-reflection, therapy 
and counselling as well on the individual, organisational and political level.

 3. Mistakes, errors and failure as constructs which are seen as part of the human 
condition. The authors of this book aim to view all three concepts from a per-
spective which aims to highlight their positive functional aspects.

1.2  Defining Mistake, Error and Failure

Interestingly, there are no generally accepted definitions of the terms “mistake”, 
“error” or “failure”. Even scientific studies that deal with error prevention or error 
management in very different contexts often do so without a clear definition of the 
term. Nevertheless, in our view, having definitions or at least approximations of 
these terms is indispensable. What is regarded as a mistake, error or failure differs 
in the various disciplines; therefore, we approach the concepts from multiple scien-
tific viewpoints. These are partly supplemented and deepened in the chapters of the 
book by additional scientific perspectives.

The definitions of mistake, error and failure are diverse and inconsistent. Some 
selected perspectives on these terms will be presented here. On one hand, they are 
fundamental approaches and points of view for research and scientific discourse; on 
the other hand, they are definitions of terms that are significant and relevant for the 
disciplines discussed in this book.

Generally, we understand:

• “Mistake” as a deviation from a norm or a standard
• “Error” as a wrong assumption, idea or behaviour
• “Failure” as lack of success in desired goals or values “due to complex situations 

and circumstances” (Mayer 2020; Chap. 26)

How individual scientific disciplines explain these terms in their respective con-
texts is examined in more detail below. The decisive factor in selecting disciplines 
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to appear in this book was that the discipline had made a particularly intensive and 
extensive examination of and elaborate research into the topic, for example, in med-
icine, aviation but also pedagogy. These discussions are reflected in the various 
sections of this book.

1.2.1  Defining Mistake from an Interdisciplinary Perspective

What is commonly referred to as a mistake is a deviation from a standard, code of 
conduct or other requirement that jeopardises or obfuscates the achievement of a 
goal (Reason 1990, 1995, 2005; Senders and Moray 1991; Bauer 2008; Glendon 
et al. 2006).

Morgenroth and Schaller (2010, p. 1) extend this from a psychological perspec-
tive to the idea that, like failure, mistakes can only occur in the context of goal- 
orientated behaviour and constitutively involve the non-achievement of a goal or 
partial goal. In contrast to failure, one would speak of a mistake only if it was 
potentially avoidable.

According to Zapf et al. (1999), three criteria must be met for a mistake to exist:

 1. Mistakes occur only in goal-orientated behaviour.
 2. They mean the failure to achieve a goal or sub-goal.
 3. Mistakes are potentially preventable.

This is confirmed in many psychological studies by Frese and colleagues (Frese 
1993; Frese and Keith 2015). For example, when working with the computer:

Mistakes can only be made by humans, because machines have no intentions … a mistake 
involves not reaching a certain goal and actually making it better. The latter is particularly 
problematic because it suggests blaming: those who make a mistake are often considered 
guilty. At least they are looking for a culprit: scientifically speaking, that does not make 
sense, because in reality the mistake is always due to a non-adaptation or a mismatch. If for 
example, if a glass shatters, one can never fully determine if this was due to the fragility of 
the glass or the clumsiness of the person. Both factors must work together so that it can 
break. (Frese 1993, p. 96, translated by Vanderheiden)

In the numerous experiments of systems psychologist Dietrich Dörner (1989) 
and engineering and medicine expert Bernhard Zimolong (1990;  Zimolong and 
Trimpop 1993), the following errors have emerged, which are currently to be found 
in dealing with complex systems (Table 1.1).

Depending on the language context and on the understanding of the researchers, 
the terms “mistake” and “error” are often used synonymously in pedagogical con-
texts. In the German-language context, for example, in school research by Zander 
et al. (2014), the terms are used interchangeably. In other languages such as English 
or Spanish, a clear distinction may be made under certain circumstances (Chap. 20). 
A clearer nomenclature can be found in the language pedagogical perspective of 
second-language teaching. It will, according to Carl James (as cited by Kryeziu 
2015), classically distinguish between various types, including:

E. Vanderheiden and C.-H. Mayer
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Table 1.1 Types of mistakes (Vanderheiden based on Dörner 1989 and Zimolong 1990)

Mistake type Example

Goal-setting mistake An unrealistic goal is formulated and thus overloaded.
Assignment mistake Decisions are made on the basis of prejudice or lack of information.
Forecasting mistake Something is estimated wrongly, such as a required time window or 

required resources.
Mistake in reasoning In the form of misjudgement in a hypothesis or experiment.
Recognition mistake It is not recognised that a food is no longer edible.
Automation mistake A slip, switching lanes in traffic.
Selection mistake In the selection of stuff members, selection of partner or partner 

choosing a wrong product while shopping.
Memory and forgetting 
mistakes

During learning processes, when passing on information.

Judgement mistakes A situation is wrongly judged.
Habitual mistakes You drive a familiar route, forgetting to deviate slightly to run a 

particular errand.
Mistake by omission Forget to fill up with petrol just before the car runs dry.

Slips or lapses of tongue, pen and these can be detected and self-corrected. Then there are 
mistakes which can be corrected by their agent if the deviance is pointed out to the speaker. 
The third group are errors that cannot be self-corrected until further input has been pro-
vided to the learner to be able to correct that error. (Kryeziu 2015, p. 397)

Gartmeier (2009, p. 11) chooses a much broader approach to define mistakes as 
avoidable deviations from existing norms, which on one hand can never be com-
pletely eradicated but on the other hand represent significant opportunities for the 
initiation of learning activities (Gruber 1999, as cited in Gartmeier 2009, p. 11).

Various authors conclude that mistakes therefore can be regarded as useful start-
ing points for individual competence development as well as for organisational 
innovation activities (Cannon and Edmondson 2005; Harteis et  al. 2008; Harteis 
et al. 2006, translated by Vanderheiden).

Mistakes can describe actions as well as the results of actions. These may be 
deviations from context-specific, action-relevant action goals or objectives (Senders 
and Moray 1991; Gartmeier 2009, p. 17). In this case, a mistake can equally be seen 
as the omission of an action that would have been necessary in a certain situation 
(Meurier et al. 1997). At the same time, mistakes are not facts that can be objec-
tively determined, but are judgements dependent on the validity of certain rules 
within a context (Reason 1990). These rules can exist in many different forms and 
degrees of explicitness and are adopted in the course of social negotiation processes 
(Heid 1999, cited in Gartmeier 2009, p. 17). However, mistakes offer opportunities 
for learning and enable awareness of potential deficits in one’s own knowledge or 
action, which helps to identify appropriate fields of learning. Studies by Zander 
et al. (2014, p. 206) demonstrate that constructive handling of mistakes has a posi-
tive effect on the success of learning processes, reduces the fear of making mistakes 
and promotes a positive orientation towards learning from mistakes. Important fac-
tors in this context appear to be collaborative peer networks and the individual 
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involvement of students in this structure, especially when linked to the experience 
of high general self-efficacy.

In the Institute of Medicine’s publication “To Err is Human: Building a Safer 
Health System” (Kohn 1999) published in 1999, the terms “mistake” and “error” 
are used synonymously. This publication has substantially increased the attention 
paid to errors and mistakes in health care—especially in the USA and the UK 
(see also discussion in Schrappe 2015, p. 6 and Brommundt 2018, p. 170; Chaps. 
15 and 28).

Many current medical studies prefer to use the term “error” (see next paragraph), 
although Kistler, Walter, Mitchell and Sloane (2010, p. 3) explicitly state that: “The 
term ‘mistake’ was chosen over ‘medical error’ as other studies have demonstrated 
patients’ confusion around the term ‘medical error’ ”. In their research, Kistler et al. 
(2010) identify mistakes as diagnostic and treatment mistakes. However, they do 
not offer a clear definition of the term, but instead derive error characteristics from 
the feedback of their study participants in order to come to the two relevant catego-
ries, i.e. mistakes in diagnosis and treatment.

These figures are quite impressive: in 2017 alone, a total of 13,519 suspected 
errors were reported by patients or doctors to the relevant conciliation body of 
German health insurance funds (Medizinischer Dienst des Spitzenverbandes Bund 
der Krankenkassen e.V., [MDS] 2018). An error is understood to mean that a treat-
ment was not carried out appropriately, carefully, correctly or on time (treatment 
error). The term covers different types of medical misconduct: for example, if nec-
essary medical treatment is omitted or carried out with insufficient care, an error in 
treatment is present, and also when, for example, an operation is performed which 
was not individually indicated. All areas of medical care—from examination, diag-
nosis, clarification to therapy and documentation—can be affected by a treatment 
error (MDS 2018, p.  6). Although this figure is already high, further scientific 
research suggests that the number of actual errors in medical treatment greatly 
exceeds the number of resulting allegations by a multiple of five (“litigation gap”). 
The so-called litigation gap describes the fact that only 3% of patients have an 
unwanted event clarified (Schrappe 2015). In this context, Schrappe (2015, p. 140) 
makes the following distinction important: there are undesirable events which must 
meet three conditions:

• The event is negative for the patient.
• It is treatment-related (and not the course of the disease).
• It occurs unintentionally.

A distinction is made between an avoidable unwanted event that can be traced 
back to an error—in the sense of a rule violation—and legal terms such as “treat-
ment error” where, in addition, the lack of care can be proven according to the ser-
vice term (Schrappe 2015, p. 26), and the term “misuse”, which describes treatment 
methods that cause avoidable damage or where the damage potential exceeds the 
respective benefit (Schrappe 2015, p. 26).

In addition to the medical field, in certain technical domains, research regarding 
mistakes is intensive, as mistakes can have particularly far-reaching, often even fatal 
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consequences, for example, in space research, aviation or traffic research (Helmreich 
2000; Hagen 2018). Since the term “error” is predominantly used here in the inter-
national arena.

1.2.2  Defining Error from an Interdisciplinary Perspective

Errors are not easily defined. (Senders and Moray 1991)

In the following section, we present different approaches to the term and concept 
of “error”. We follow different disciplinary perspectives which have predominantly 
researched errors and taken them into account, such as psychology, organisational 
psychology, medical sciences, pedagogical and technically orientated sciences.

From a psychological perspective, error has been generally defined in the APA 
Dictionary of Psychology (2019) as “a deviation from true or accurate information 
(e.g., a wrong response, a mistaken belief)”. From a psychological perspective as 
well, Rasmussen (1982, 1997; referring to it Grote 2018; Carroll 2018; Klement 
2018) highlights the difficulty of providing a satisfying definition of human error, as 
it is often only retrospectively identified as such. For example, in terms of human–
machine interaction, a system that functions less satisfactorily than normal owing to 
a human action or disorder that could have been counteracted by a reasonable 
human action is likely to be identified as human error. In the case of systematic or 
frequent miscasts, the cause is usually considered to be a constructional error. 
Occasional malfunctions are typically classified as system failures or human errors 
due to variability in part of the system or as man-made.

Rasmussen (1982, 1997) therefore strongly advocates seeing human variability 
as an important part of adaptation and learning. The human ability to adapt to the 
peculiarities of system performance and to optimise interaction is, in his view, the 
real reason that humans are in a system. In order to optimise performance and 
develop smooth and efficient skills, this author considers it crucial to have the abil-
ity to conduct experimental and error experiments and to regard human errors as 
unsuccessful experiments with unacceptable consequences (Rasmussen 1982, p. 3).

As constitutive of the error concept, Rasmussen (1982, p. 6) considers that:

[e]rrors are related to variability of force, space or time coordination. The rule-based 
domain includes performance in familiar situations controlled by stored rules for coordina-
tion of subroutines, and errors are typically related to mechanisms like wrong classification 
or recognition of situations, erroneous associations to tasks, or to memory slips in recall of 
procedures. Since rule-based behavior is used to control skill-based subroutines, the error 
mechanisms related to skill-based routines are always active. Rule-based behavior is not 
directly goal-controlled, but goal oriented, and the immediate criteria for errors deal with 
whether the relevant rules are recalled and followed correctly or not. This is the case, unless 
the total task is considered explicitly as one integrated whole and ultimate error correction 
is included in the error definition.

Against this background he has developed a model for the classification of errors 
and their management, a model with a distinction between three levels of behaviour: 
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Table 1.2 Model for the classification of errors and their management with a distinction between 
three levels of behaviour (Vanderheiden based on Rasmussen 1982, p. 6)

Level of 
behaviour 
according to 
Rasmussen Examples Definition of error type

Skill-based 
performance

This is about errors in the context of 
certain sensory-motor coupling 
mechanisms in automatically 
running procedures, e.g. for 
experienced motorists, switching, 
flashing, etc. are largely automated.

Errors are related to variability of force, 
space or time coordination.

Rule-based 
performance

This is about errors in rather regular, 
schematic behavioural contexts such 
as simple turns at a crossroads or 
opening a document on the 
computer.

Criteria for errors deal with whether the 
relevant rules are recalled and followed 
correctly or not.

Knowledge- 
based 
performance

These are errors in more complex 
contexts or new unfamiliar actions, 
e.g. finding your way around a 
foreign city or setting up a new cell 
phone.

Errors in this domain can only be 
defined in relation to the goal of the 
task, and generic error mechanisms can 
only be defined from very detailed 
studies based on verbal protocols which 
can supply data on the actual process.

skill, rule and knowledge-based performance which is still an indispensable part of 
the current scientific discourse (see Goodman et  al. 2011; Brüggemann 2009, 
p. 132) (Table 1.2).

In addition to these three types of errors, Rasmussen identifies errors of discrimi-
nation, referring to error mechanisms which are related to failure in selecting the 
proper level of behaviour in an abnormal situation (Rasmussen 1982, p. 7).

Reason’s definition is still one of the most frequently used in the research litera-
ture on mistakes and errors. As referred to by Frese and Keith (2015), Carroll (2018), 
Edmondson and Verdin (2018), Lei (2018) and Glendon et al. (2006), Reason (1990, 
p. 9) defines human error as:

a generic term to encompass all those occasions in which a planned sequence of mental or 
physical activities fails to achieve its intended outcome, and when these failures cannot be 
attributed to the intervention of some chance agency.

Following Reason (1990), Frese and Keith (2015, p. 664) point to an important 
difference between active and latent errors. Latent errors are associated with weak 
or omitted organisational defences and are related to management decisions, secu-
rity procedures, organisational structure and cultural factors:

[The] harmful consequences [of latent events] can rest for a long time, which only becomes 
apparent when they are combined with active errors and local triggers to break through the 
many defense mechanisms of the system. (Frese and Keith 2015, p. 664)

E. Vanderheiden and C.-H. Mayer



9

Examples given by Reason are the catastrophe of Bhopal (Reason 1990) and the 
death of mountaineers on Mount Everest (as cited in van Dyck et. al).

From an organisational psychological perspective, Goodman, Ramanujam, 
Carroll, Edmondson, Hofmann and Sutcliffe (2011, p. 151) distinguish organisa-
tional errors as a construct that differs from errors at the individual level. They 
understand errors to be essentially unintentional deviations from rules or procedures 
(e.g. non-verification of drugs prior to administration to patients, non-compliance 
with safety guidelines in a coal mine) that can lead to negative organisational results. 
Goodman et al. (2011) assume that mistakes can affect various aspects of our lives, 
such as physical security, the economy, the environment and the political domain. 
According to their research, individual and organisational errors differ fundamen-
tally. Because an organisational error is constitutive, the structures and processes 
that have caused multiple people within an organisation to participate in that com-
mon behavioural pattern or deviation need to be analysed and identified. By con-
trast, individual errors indicate action deviations of a person that differ from the 
actions of other people within the organisation. Individual factors in particular must 
be taken into account for error analysis. Goodman et al. (2011) understand “organ-
isational errors” to mean the behaviour of several organisational participants which 
deviates from the rules and procedures laid down in the organisation which can 
therefore potentially lead to negative organisational results. The conclusion reached 
by Goodman et al. (2011) is that the errors are essentially reflected in several organ-
isational aspects. On one hand, they represent unintended deviations from the 
expectations of the organisation with regard to adequate methods for carrying out 
work activities. Second, they could be deviations at the action level of several per-
sons who act in their formal organisational roles and work towards organisational 
goals. Third, the deviations may potentially lead to negative organisational out-
comes, and finally, such deviations may be primarily attributable to organisational 
conditions (i.e. they cannot be explained solely by reference to specific characteris-
tics of individuals). Thus, an organisational error differs from an individual error 
that occurs in an organisational context (Goodman et al. 2011, p. 161).

Frese and Keith (2015) choose a slightly different approach to errors in the 
organisational context and describe them as unintended and potentially avoidable 
deviations from the objectives and standards set by an organisation, which may have 
either negative or positive organisational consequences (this is essentially also con-
firmed by Frese and Keith 2015; Hofmann and Frese 2011; Lei et  al. 2016; and 
Frese and Keith 2015, as cited in (Lei 2018, 2)). Also Giolito and Verdin (2018, 
p. 68) point out specific organisational errors which are:

a double deviation from (a) organizationally specified rules or norms of action and (b) the 
organization’s objectives and goals.

Frese and Keith (2015) emphasise the existence of so-called “latent” errors, 
which remain unrecognised and often show their consequences only in the medium 
or long term (see also Ramanujam 2003). Furthermore, Giolito and Verdin (2018, 
p. 69) offer an additional differentiation between lower- and higher-order errors, 
which essentially differ as follows:
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Lower-order errors refer to deviations from clear and concrete rules and norms. Higher- 
order errors refer to situations in which an organizational rule itself is ‘wrong,’ that is, it 
deviates from higher principles, which may range [from] legal principles to commonsense 
rules including safety of people and organizational survival.

In organisational contexts, strategic mistakes are often spoken of. These are usu-
ally high-order errors, even if they have begun at the low-order level. A characteris-
tic feature of a strategic error is that it affects the strategic level of the organisation, 
i.e. its goals, resources and competitive advantages, but can also relate to strategic 
decisions such as those of the management and can also affect errors that may have 
initially arisen at a lower hierarchical level but then have consequences for the entire 
organisation or large parts of it (Giolito and Verdin 2018, p. 69).

Edmondson and Verdin (2018, p.  83) add further aspects of organisational 
errors that:

• Concern the actions of multiple organisational members
• Have the potential to result in adverse organisational outcomes
• Represent unintended discrepancies from goals and expectations
• Carry a risk of harm
• Are caused by organisational conditions such as rules and values.

Various authors distinguish an organisational error from an error that an indi-
vidual makes in an organisational context, in that an organisational error is not 
caused by idiosyncratic characteristics of one or more persons (Russo and 
Schoemaker 1989; Kahnemann 2013; Roxburgh 2003), but results from the condi-
tions existing in the organisation (Goodman et al. 2011). Organisational errors are 
not the result of simple human misconduct, but can be traced back to organisational 
conditions, policies and strategies (Edmondson and Verdin 2018, p. 83).

From a medical point of view, the notion of “error” is quite diverse, as noted by 
Elder et al. (2006), in a study examining the understanding of this term. Physicians 
have been asked to report errors from primary care, but little is known about how 
they apply the term “error”. The study by Elder et al. (2006) qualitatively assessed 
the relationship between the variety of error definitions found in the medical litera-
ture and physicians’ assessments of whether an error occurred in a series of clinical 
scenarios. Through qualitative analysis, Elder and colleagues found that three 
approaches may affect how physicians make decisions about error, namely, the pro-
cess that occurred versus the outcome that occurred, rare versus common occur-
rences and system versus individual responsibility.

Rogers, Griffin, Carnie, Melucci and Weber (2017, p. 1) agree that there is no 
common understanding of the term “error” in the medical context. This is a critical 
problem with regard to the reporting of errors. Rogers et al. (2017, p. 1) identify 
human error, risk behaviour and reckless behaviour as relevant to error develop-
ment, in that:

[h]uman error involves unintentional and unpredictable behavior that causes or could have 
caused an undesirable outcome. Often there are faults within the system that allow the error 
to occur.

E. Vanderheiden and C.-H. Mayer



11

Table 1.3 Four error types (Vanderheiden based on Elder 2004, p. 128)

1 Office administration 
errors

Missing charts, laboratory or radiograph processing errors

2 Physician-related 
errors

Skill problems, time management problems (interrupted, feeling 
rushed)

3 Patient communication 
errors

Problems communicating with patient by physician, staff or other 
physicians; appointment and triage errors

4 Preventable adverse 
events

Missed diagnosis, misdiagnosis, delayed treatment, incorrect 
treatment

In the medical context, Elder (2004) substantiate this, identifying four types of error 
as indicated in Table 1.3.

As previously noted, the most basic definition goes back to Reason (1990) who 
defines errors from a pedagogical perspective (Chap. 18).

Also at the beginning of the 1990s, Senders and Moray (1991) correctly pointed 
out that such an understanding presupposes a normative dimension of error, insofar 
as an error can only be recognised as such if a norm does not cover this deviation 
(Harteis et al. 2008).

On the other hand, James (1998) observes a crucial difference in the context of 
language learning since error cannot be self-corrected, while mistakes can be self- 
corrected. According to James (1998, p.  78), who carried out significant basic 
research in this field, to which reference is still made today (see Kryeziu 2015; 
Amara 2019) a very clear distinction occurs between mistake and error:

if the learner is inclined and able to correct a fault in his or her output, it is assumed that the 
form he or she selected was not the one he intended, and we shall say that the fault is a 
mistake. If, on the other hand, the learner is unable or in any way disinclined to make the 
correction, we assume that the form the learner used was the one intended, and that is 
an error.

Following this definition, in the context of language learning, an error is consid-
ered a deviance or discrepancy between what a learner tends to say and what a 
native speaker tends to say. According to James it is constitutively for errors that 
errors cannot be self-corrected until further input has been provided to the learner to 
be able to correct that error.

From another pedagogical perspective, Gartmeier (2009) defines errors even 
more broadly, as avoidable deviations from valid norms, which, although never 
completely eradicable, on the other hand represent significant opportunities for the 
initiation of learning activities. Gartmeier (2009) understands the concept of error 
as being applied to actions as well as the results of actions. He refers to deviations 
from context-specific or situation-specific relevant action goals (Senders and Moray 
1991). Not only an action itself but also the renunciation of an action that would 
have been necessary in a certain situation can also be an error or a potential error 
(Meurier et al. 1997). It must be taken into account that errors are not objectively 
ascertainable facts, but are judgements that depend on the validity of certain rules in 
a context (Reason 1990). These rules can exist in various forms and manifestations 
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and are located within the framework of social negotiation processes (Heid 1999; 
Gartmeier 2009, p. 17).

Amini and Mortazavi (2013, p. 1) (Chap. 28) point out:

There is a certain component of risk in everything we do. Its relevance is based on the tes-
timony that mistakes are inevitable in complex organizations. Errors can result in negative 
consequences (e.g., loss of time, faulty products) as well as in positive ones (e.g., learning, 
innovation).The scientific understanding of the negative effects of errors is much better 
developed than that of the potential positive effects of errors. Most of the research has sup-
ported the concept of error prevention—the effort to block erroneous actions whenever 
possible. The potential long-term positive consequences of errors, such as learning, innova-
tion, and resilience, however, are less obvious, although people readily agree that they can 
learn from errors.

In a large-scale study involving aviation crews from 26 nations on 5 continents, 
Helmreich et al. (2000) have looked at error research in the technical context of 
aviation (Chaps. 30, 31 and 32). They point out that human error is a relevant critical 
factor in aviation, as it is in other sociotechnical fields such as space travel and 
medicine. Error is understood in this context:

as action or inaction that leads to deviation from crew or organizational intentions or expec-
tations (Helmreich et al. 2000, p. 6)

and is divided into five categories as shown in Fig. 1.1.
From a technical-philosophical perspective, Kiassat (2013) approaches the topic 

by touching on questions of automation, asserting that since all individuals are 
unique in their characteristics, it must be assumed that logically their positive and 
negative contributions to the performance of a system also differ. Therefore, Kiassat 
(2013) concludes that in any system that is not fully automated, the effect of the 
human participants must be taken into account if performance optimisation of a 

Error Categories in Percentages

Intentional non-
compliance errors (2%)

Procedural errors
(23%)

Communication errors
(11%)

Proficiency errors
(69%) and

Operational decision
errors (43%)

Fig. 1.1 Five categories of errors (Vanderheiden based on Helmreich 2000, p. 7 & p. 9)
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system is intended. Although humans are intelligent, adaptable and adaptive, on the 
other hand—according to the author—they are also prone to error:

Therefore, in situations where human and hardware have to interact and complement each 
other, the system faces advantages and disadvantages from the role the humans play. It is 
this role and its effect on performance that is the focus of this dissertation. (Kiassat 
2013, p. 23)

This approach led Kiassat to understand “error” to mean “the incorrect perfor-
mance of an operator as required for a particular task” (Kiassat 2013, p.  23). 
However Glendon, Clarke and McKenna (2006, p. 153) place less emphasis on the 
inevitability of making errors than on the necessity and positive implications of 
mistakes, affirming that:

Errors are essential for learning because of the feedback that they provide and evidence 
suggests that we learn best if we are allowed to make errors.

1.2.3  Defining Failure from an Interdisciplinary Perspective

Having reviewed the terms “mistake” and “error”, we now focus on the term “fail-
ure” and the meaning of the concept from different disciplinary perspectives.

Psychology (see Morgenroth and Schaller 2010, p.  1) understands failure as 
being unsuccessful in a special situation, failing to accomplish a task or being 
unable to achieve a desired goal, and understands it as a basic human experience 
that occurs in everyday activities as well as in longer-term projects in the context of 
personal development. Morgenroth and Schaller (2010) stress that failure is associ-
ated with a special tragic moment or event when it becomes clear to all involved that 
a person, group or organisation has missed a goal, for instance, termination at work, 
a failed relationship or the bankruptcy of a company. The unambiguity, but also the 
insight into the necessity of failure, can often only be experienced or realised after-
wards (Morgenroth and Schaller 2010). This results from the fact that here it is 
primarily a question of context-bound subjective assessments and usually not of 
objective facts (Morgenroth and Schaller 2010, p. 3, translated by Vanderheiden).

According to these authors, the everyday usage of the concept of failure implies:

 1. That there is a clearly defined goal
 2. That objective criteria are available for assessing the success of the action
 3. That the judgement is independent of the judgement or judgement context.

Morgenroth and Schaller (2010) emphasise that all three assumptions are prob-
lematic from a psychological viewpoint and suggest that judgements about success 
and failure are highly relative. Accordingly, these authors regard the common defi-
nition of failure as questionable from a scientific psychological perspective for the 
following reasons:
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 1. Targets are often ambiguous and not specifically defined. Furthermore, more 
than one indicator or criterion is often relevant in terms of target achievement, 
e.g. in terms of career success.

 2. In judging success and failure, there is often a problem in obtaining objective 
yardsticks to evaluate outcomes that justify such a verdict. This measurability is 
dependent on the subject of the action and can greatly differ individually, for 
example, in judging when a relationship is considered by the parties to be failed.

 3. Judgements are tied to the concrete context of judgement. This includes, for 
example, the perspective given by the individual who judges. This relativity is 
already clear in the fact that failures from the point of view of the actor are val-
ued differently from the observer’s viewpoint. This phenomenon is known in 
psychological attribution research as an actor–observer difference.

In addition, Morgenroth and Schaller (2010) highlight that the failure assessment 
may additionally depend on whether the person concerned is currently living 
through a life crisis (Chap. 2) or if stronger sanctions are to be expected. Furthermore, 
in line with Backert (2004), they stress that failure judgements are embedded in a 
cultural context that influences the social consequences of failure. Backert (2004) 
contends that, on the basis of economic failures in Germany compared to the USA 
and Japan, failure is assessed more negatively and is penalised with stronger 
sanctions.

Relevant factors here appear to be fear of failure and success orientations, which 
are interrelated and interact in many ways (see Martin and Marsh 2003; De Castella 
et al. n.d.). Martin and Marsh (2003) have classified three types of failure in terms 
of people’s attitude towards failure: those who are success-orientated, those who are 
fail-avoidant and those who accept failure.

According to Martin (2012, p.  1), it is also important to distinguish between 
ways of handling failure, namely, between:

 1. Students who deal with their fear of failure by hard work and/or success (referred 
to as over-strivers and sometimes as perfectionists)

 2. Students who deal with their fear of failure

Meanwhile, many authors (Chaps. 2, 11, 12, 16, 18, 23, 26, 27, 28) emphasise that, 
as with errors, failure should be attributed with a positive function. In contrast or in 
addition to this, a positive consideration and evaluation of failure experiences not 
only optimises the regulation of action in a more or less limited area but is also 
about the personality as a whole, for example, concerning a person’s values, goals, 
attitudes, self-concept and prospects for future self-development.

Sociology, too, is based on a rather broad understanding of failure. Ackroyd 
(2007, p. 3306) defines failure in terms of organisational contexts:

By organizational failure is usually meant failure against some measure of performance, or 
failure to achieve a goal that is normally expected … But failure to perform against particu-
lar criteria is a customary or legal definition of failure, and may or may not indicate that 
there is some more fundamental problem of organization. Many writers on management 
have conveniently conflated the distinction between measured and substantive organiza-
tional failure.
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Hans Braun (n.d.) first notes that failure is constitutively part of being human: 
“failure is part of the human condition” (Braun n.d., p. 38, translated by Vanderheiden) 
and correctly points out that failure is sociological perspective has many manifesta-
tions. First of all, he distinguishes failure from defeat, in that failure:

affects the people or institutions concerned more or less essentially. (Braun n.d., p. 29)

People can fail in themselves and in the circumstances in which they act; they 
can also fail in relationships or in systems. In addition, a failure of the system itself 
is conceivable, for instance, in politics and economics (Braun n.d., p. 32). From a 
sociological perspective, this can be considered positive and systemically inherent, 
because failure of political processes in systems in which citizens participate in 
decision-making directly or through their elected representatives is not only inevi-
table but also in a positive sense can be seen as an expression of the functioning of 
democracy (Braun n.d., p. 32). The author goes even further in his positive assess-
ment of failure when discussing the economic sector. Here, Braun (n.d., p.  32) 
assumes that it is appropriate for companies to fail if they do not produce cost- 
effectively or if they ignore customer preferences, because this is part of the nature 
of the market economy and constitutes its strength.

In addition to the individual and organisational dimension when dealing with 
failure processes, the cultural context is of particular importance:

After all, cultural frameworks play a role in the processing of failures. It makes a difference 
whether people fail in an environment where everything depends on not losing their pres-
tige, or whether this happens in an environment where failure, leaving personal relation-
ships out of consideration, is an inevitable downside to being positively risk-tolerant and as 
a basis for a reboot. In this context we talk about “cultures of failure”. (Backert 2004, p. 35 
as cited in Braun, translated by Vanderheiden)

Braun emphasises another interesting dimension of failure, namely, the public. 
This is certainly the case in the context of economics and politics in a special way, 
as well as in reputation-related failure, such as in sports or science (Braun n.d., 
p. 37), but can also play a role in private contexts in many countries, such as in 
divorce proceedings, which people often experience as massive failures (Chaps. 2 
and 12).

From a medical research perspective, Lingard et al. (2004, p. 332) distinguish 
four types of failure:

 1. Occasion failures: Problems in the situation or context of the communica-
tion event

 2. Content failures: Insufficiency or inaccuracy apparent in the information being 
transferred

 3. Audience failures: Gaps in the composition of the group engaged in the 
communication

 4. Purpose failures: Communication events in which purpose is unclear, not 
achieved or inappropriate
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Table 1.4 Differences characteristics: mistake, error and failure

Mistake “Mistake” can be applied to actions as well as the results of actions (Gartmeier 
2009, p. 17).
Mistakes may be deviations from context-specific, action-relevant action goals or 
objectives (Sender & Moray, 1991, as cited in Gartmeier 2009, p. 17).
Mistakes are not facts that can be objectively determined, but are judgments 
dependent on the validity of certain rules within a context (Reason 1990, as cited 
in Gartmeier 2009, p. 17).
These rules can exist in many different forms and degrees of explicitness and are 
adopted in the course of social negotiation processes (Heid 1999, as cited in 
Gartmeier 2009, p. 17).
Mistakes offer opportunities for learning and enable awareness of deficits in one’s 
own knowledge or action (Gartmeier 2009, p. 17).
Mistakes are a deviation from a standard, code of conduct or other requirement that 
jeopardises or frustrates the achievement of a goal (Morgenroth and Schaller 
2010).
They occur only with purposeful behaviour and involve the failure to reach a goal 
or sub-goal (Morgenroth and Schaller 2010).
The omission of an action that would have been necessary in a particular situation 
can equally be described as a mistake (Meurier et al. 1997).
A mistake is potentially preventable (Morgenroth and Schaller 2010).
Mistakes are performance-related and may occur even though a learner has the 
knowledge from a system safety perspective; it is important to report and learn 
from both errors and mistakes (Nassaji 2018, as cited in Chap. 30).
A behaviour mistake describes a behaviour which is wrong in the current cultural 
environment and circumstances (Chap. 32).
Mistakes have in common that an alternative behaviour would be preferable in 
each case and those responsible could have known or done it better. There are 
objective and technical mistakes, mistakes of estimation, strategic mistakes and 
moral mistakes (Chap. 15).
They occur only with purposeful behaviour and involve the failure to reach a goal 
or sub-goal (Morgenroth and Schaller 2010).

Error An error is a deviation from true or accurate information (APA Dictionary of 
Psychology 2019).
It is related to variability of force, space or time coordination (Rasmussen 1982).
Error involves unintentional and unpredictable behaviour that causes or could have 
caused an undesirable outcome (Rogers et al. 2017).
Errors are “unintended—and potentially avoidable—deviations from 
organisationally specified goals and standards” (Frese and Keith 2015, as cited in 
Lei 2018, p. 2).
Errors are avoidable deviations from valid norms, which, although never 
completely eradicable, on the other hand represent significant opportunities for the 
initiation of learning activities (Gartmeier 2009).
An “error” is based on the premise that rules or regulations are incorrectly applied 
or executed, especially in an industry that is considered highly regulated. Errors are 
thus defined as deviations that are competence-based and occur as a result of a lack 
of knowledge (Nassaji 2018, as cited in Chap. 30).

(continued)
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Table 1.4 (continued)

Errors are defined as “mistakes” and can occur for different reasons, such as a 
result of ignorance, a personal decision or preference, a habit, forgetfulness, lack 
of awareness or similar psychological issues (defined in reference to Love et al. 
2009, by Mayer and Mayer in Chap. 8).
From a forensic point of view, four types of terror must be distinguished: 
practitioner error (refers to human error that may be related to negligence or 
incompetence), instrument error (occurs when instruments or technologies fail), 
statistical error (refers to an error in the algorithms used by the device providing 
the measurement) and method error (refers to limitations that have nothing to do 
with practising error and therefore would not be related to cognitive errors such as 
metacognition) (Chap. 25).

Mistakes 
and Errors

Mistakes can be understood as the most general term used in everyday situations, 
whereas error is more suitable for formal contexts. In addition, the term “error” 
might even be considered as more severe than a mistake. Mistakes can be thought 
of as accidental happenings, while errors are made due to a lack of knowledge, for 
example, not knowing the fitting answer to a question or the way of performing 
adequately (Chap. 29).

Failure “Failure is part of the conditio humana” (Braun n.d., p. 38).
Failure means failing some measure of performance, or to achieve a goal that is 
normally expected (Ackroyd 2007).
Failure is the intended or use of a wrong plan to achieve an aim (Kohn et al. 1999).
Failure is expected to occur only with purposeful behaviour and involves the 
failure to reach a goal or sub-goal (Morgenroth and Schaller 2010).
It depends on individual judgement (Morgenroth and Schaller 2010).
Failure can be influenced by the fact that a person is in crisis (Morgenroth and 
Schaller 2010, p. 2).
Failure judgements are embedded in a cultural context that influences the social 
consequences of failure (Backert 2004).
Failure is the result of individual poor decision-making or the consequence of 
personal misconduct (Chap. 2).
Failure refers to a lack of success in communicating and/or in building 
relationships. Failure in intercultural communication situations combined with 
erroneous ascriptions of identity classification can easily lead to a failure in 
building trustful intercultural employee–client relationships (Chap. 8).
Failure can be understood as a particular communicative and relationship-building 
activity (modelled after Lingard et al. 2004) which lacks success in communicating 
and/or building relationships with regard to a specific topic or content (Chap. 26).
A “moral failure” is not a lapse in decorum or social practice. One sense of the 
term is as the equivalent of deliberate wrongdoing. There are certain forms of 
behaviour that are viewed, across cultures, as gravely damaging to individuals or 
the group, such as treason, murder, slavery, rape. These capture key moral 
boundaries that guide human life. Such come under the umbrella of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights to which every adult and child without exception is 
entitled (Chap. 16).
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From an engineering and philosophical perspective, failure can be defined as:

[t]he condition when the machine is unavailable for production due to an unplanned event. 
Within the context of failures caused by the operators, failure is the consequence of any 
operator-related mistake that takes the machine out of production. (Kiassat 2013, p. 23)

Table 1.4 summarises important differences between the terms “mistake”, “error” 
and “failure” on the basis of the previous statements in this section.

1.3  Dealing with and Attitude Towards Mistakes, Errors 
and Failure

In most scientific studies and discourses, it is assumed that mistakes, errors and 
failure are unavoidable and negative. Ultimately, however, the question is not how 
to avoid them, but how to manage mistakes, errors and failures constructively and 
use them as resources (van Rooij 2015). The spectrum ranges from the most diverse 
methods of mistake or error prevention, to error management, to methods of error 
correction and to concepts of error-friendliness.

Frese (1993, p. 4) also considers mistakes and errors to be unavoidable—a con-
sequence of the fact that humans are able to quickly integrate information into their 
thought and action system and to remain able to act in the face of uncertainty. In his 
studies in connection with the use of computer programs, Frese (1993, p. 4) found 
that, interestingly enough, experts make more mistakes than newcomers but at the 
same time discover and correct these errors more quickly. Against the background 
of the inevitability of errors, Frese (1993) and his colleagues instead of for the origi-
nal concept of error management meanwhile for a concept of error avoidance.

Error management is prescriptively defined by Frese (1993, p. 4) as:

a meaningful approach to an error with the goal

 – to avoid further errors or mistakes,
 – that the negative effects of errors do not arise, and
 – the consequences of errors can be quickly eliminated.

Amini and Mortazavi (2013) consider error management to be critical, observing 
that error prevention also potentially stops certain long-term positive effects of inev-
itable errors. These authors note that scientific understanding of the negative effects 
of errors is much better developed than that of the possible positive effects of errors. 
As a result, most of the research has been devoted to the concept of error avoidance 
in an attempt to prevent erroneous actions as far as possible. Amini and Mortazavi 
(2013, p.  1) advocate a greater focus on the potential long-term positive conse-
quences of errors such as learning, innovation and resilience, even if these are less 
obvious.

Grout (2006, p. 1) also comments critically on the concept of error management 
and advocates the introduction of what he sees as the wider concept of mistake 
proofing, known by its Japanese slang buzzword as “poka-yoke”:
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Mistake proofing uses changes in the physical design of processes to reduce human error. It 
can be used to change designs in ways that prevent errors from occurring, to detect errors 
after they occur but before harm occurs, to allow processes to fail safely, or to alter the work 
environment to reduce the chance of errors. Effective mistake proofing design changes 
should initially be effective in reducing harm, be inexpensive, and easily implemented. 
Over time these design changes should make life easier and speed up the process. Ideally, 
the design changes should increase patients’ and visitors’ understanding of the process. 
These designs should themselves be mistake proofed and follow the good design practices 
of other disciplines.

The author recommends mistake proofing since, from his point of view, it also 
includes the improvement of the work environment and helps in detecting mistakes, 
preventing mistakes and preventing the influence of mistakes.

Gartmeier (2009, p. 14), on the other hand, deals in particular with the concept 
of “error-friendliness” in his studies, in which a distinction is made between error- 
friendliness at the level of individual, error-related settings like attitude and error- 
friendliness in the sense of a knowledge-based ability to avoid errors. On the basis 
of the definition from von Weizsäcker and von Weizsäcker (1998, as cited in 
Gartmeier 2009, p. 19):

[t]he concept of error-friendliness describes the attributes of biological systems that make 
it possible that system disturbances do not lead to their extinction, but that they can be used 
for their further development (von Weizsäcker and von Weizsäcker 1984, 1998). 
Organisms—as special forms of biological systems—have a variety of mechanisms that 
allow them to deal with negative environmental effects or to use them for their development.

This feature of error-friendliness can be an indispensable and central tool of 
human development. According to von Weizsäcker and von Weizsäcker (1984, as 
cited in Gartmeier 2009, p. 19), learning from mistakes, errors and failures helps to 
adapt to ever new environmental conditions and to solve the associated problems. In 
terms of learning from failure, mistakes plays a significant role (Chaps. 2, 11, 14, 
16, 18, 23, 24, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32).

Von Weizsäcker and von Weizsäcker (1984, as cited in Gartmeier 2009, p. 20) 
point out in this context that, above all, long-term adaptation skills are necessary, at 
the level of cognitive structures, so that people can benefit from positive learning 
effects for further development.

Gartmeier (2009, p. 20) has been able to observe three aspects of error- friendliness 
in particular, which have proven particularly effective in this context:

 1. A positive attitude towards mistakes
 2. The knowledge-based ability to avoid mistakes and errors
 3. Certain forms of experiential knowledge, especially negative knowledge.

A positive basic attitude to mistakes has been found to encourage people to show a 
greater willingness to act on their own initiative. This is important not only at the 
individual level of dealing with errors with regard to personal learning effects and 
further education but also on the systemic level. When certain errors are systemi-
cally conditioned, for example, if people are exposed to permanent demands or 
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dangerous situations, then proactive action is required to deal with these systemic- 
related grievances.

Von Weizsäcker and von Weizsäcker (1984) explain that, in order to understand 
perceptions of their environment as deviations from a certain norm, individuals have 
to resort to past, memory-based experiences. Consequently, error-friendliness is an 
important resource for the further development of cognitive structures, so that, for 
example, judgement in relation to relevant categories such as “dangerous” and 
“safe”, “relevant” and “irrelevant” is developed, as well as new action strategies. 
The specific knowledge developed when learning from mistakes can be linked to the 
long-term positive effects of error-related learning processes in the competence of 
people in the most diverse contexts.

An important concept in this context is the so-called negative knowledge (origi-
nally researched by Minsky 1997, followed by Oser and Spychiger 2005 and 
Parviainen and Eriksson 2006, as cited in Gartmeier 2009, p. 22). Negative knowl-
edge is experience-based knowledge of what is not to be done in a particular situa-
tion, for instance, not placing bare hands into boiling water. Negative knowledge 
can also refer to misconceptions or ideas that exist in a particular context, such as 
that someone in England or South Africa should under no circumstances drive on 
the same side of the road as they should in the USA or Germany. The concept of 
negative knowledge thus makes a connection between experiencing and learning 
from mistakes and individual knowledge. On the other hand, it allows the explana-
tion of long-term positive effects of the acquired knowledge on the competence and 
performance of the individual (Gartmeier 2009, p. 22). In exploring the relevance of 
negative knowledge especially in regard to workplaces, Gartmeier (2009, p.  55) 
found that:

[p]rofound changes bring about situations where relevant and applicable knowledge 
becomes obsolete and is turned into non-viable or expired knowledge. In such situations, an 
individual awareness about knowledge that is to be reconsidered or updated is a crucial fac-
tor in developing and maintaining professional competence. The more precisely individuals 
manage to detect lacks of relevant know-how as well as of outdated knowledge being still 
“in use”, the better it should be possible to recognize what is to be learned.

Negative knowledge in this context offers various beneficial effects, because it:

 1. Supports certainty in how to proceed
 2. Increases efficiency during actions
 3. Improves the quality and depth of reflection processes on action.

Negative knowledge can be considered as the outcome of learning from errors 
but at the same time can be seen as a special case of experiential learning, because 
error-related learning employs the construction of knowledge from episodic events. 
Gartmeier (2009) emphasises errors have the potential to challenge individual men-
tal models and thereby enable modifications of these models. Search processes of 
modification can happen in different modes, such as through differentiation of the 
underlying model of action, through replacement of parts of the model or through 
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indexing false connections or weak areas within the model that bring about potential 
for errors which are relevant elements for the construction of negative knowledge.

Zander et al. (2014) emphasise that these norms are situation-specific or group- 
specific. The occurrence of errors can be an aversive affective experience. In their 
research, Spychiger et al. (2006) found that students can develop and be inhibited 
by fear of mistakes in learning or achievement situations if they assume that these 
could negatively influence their competences and abilities. This affective dimension 
of dealing with errors is fundamentally social in nature, since it implicitly involves 
an expected negative evaluation by others. On the other hand, Zander et al. (2014) 
were able to confirm that constructive handling of mistakes is conducive to success-
ful learning processes and has both an affective and a cognitive dimension, which is 
reflected in a reduced fear of mistakes and a greater willingness to learn from 
mistakes.

These viewpoints can be supported by perspectives such as positive psychology, 
positive organisational psychology and positive scholarship which emphasise that 
aspects of positive and optimal functioning can significantly contribute to a positive 
handling of life situations and life and work challenges (see Seligman and 
Csikszentimihalyi 2000; Luthans 2002a, b; Luthans and Youssef 2007; Wong 2011). 
These are discussed in the following section.

1.4  Mistakes, Errors and Failure in the Context of Positive 
and Optimal Functioning Research

Several scientific approaches have affirmed that a positive and constructive view-
point can change negative and challenging experiences (Seligman and 
Csikszentimihalyi 2000), such as mistakes, errors and failures. In order to deal con-
structively with mistakes, errors and failure from the perspective of positive and 
optimal functioning, it is crucial to overcome a destructive culture of error and 
transform it in favour of a constructive culture of error. Characteristic elements of a 
destructive error culture would be, for example, a threat or guilt culture (Löber 
2012, pp. 232–238). Shame and shaming can also potentially be a component of this 
destructive culture of error if it is closely linked to fear and insecurity, misused as 
an instrument of power or not consciously used and perceived as a resource (Mayer 
et al. 2019). In order to use mistakes, errors and potential failure as a resource, a 
positive error culture is necessary and decisive. Important elements of such a culture 
can be a sense of security and support for learning from mistakes which opens 
spaces for experimental error-friendliness (Löber 2012, pp.  245–263; Frese and 
Keith 2015) as well as experimental possibilities (Gartmeier 2009, p. 126).

Within the concept of error-friendliness, the argument could be put forward that 
individuals with a pronounced tendency to experiment—whether mentally or in 
reality— get to know errors and dangers more playfully, thereby learning more 
about their own limitations and being in a better position to adapt to circumstances 
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that are new and dynamic for them. Löber (2010) adds an interesting consideration 
to this idea, namely, that all employees must experience fair dealings with each 
other in order to tackle relevant problems with confidence in the freedom from 
sanctions.

This corresponds with the research results of management researcher Amy 
Edmondson (2004), who investigated how factors at the group and organisational 
level affected errors in administering medications to hospital patients. Edmondson 
(2004) discovered the particular relevance of a certain social climate, in that the 
results from patient care groups in two hospitals showed systematic differences not 
only in the frequency of errors but also in the probability that errors were recog-
nised and learned from by the group members. It appears that the error rates 
depended on at least two influences: actual errors (related to particularly sensitive 
areas such as intensive care) and the willingness of the members of a team to report 
errors. In addition, it shows that there were positive correlations between error 
rates and nursing manager coaching, perceived unit performance and the quality of 
relationships between team members. There were higher error rates in teams with 
better average values in coaching nurses, a higher relationship quality between the 
team members. Edmondson (2004) attributes this finding to the members’ percep-
tion of how safe it was to report and discuss errors in their unit. The readiness to 
report a mistake correlates with the assumed perception of the members of a team 
that a mistake in their unit was not directed against them (Edmondson 2004, p. 79). 
In her conclusion, Edmondson (2004, p. 86) underlines the importance of dealing 
constructively with errors, especially in the context of creating a trustworthy social 
climate, because the way in which mistakes have been dealt with in the past, as 
well as which mistakes have been made or reported, contributes to a climate of fear 
or openness that can amplify itself and that sustainably influences the ability and 
willingness to identify and discuss errors and problems. Decisive factors are thus 
the experience of psychological security, which makes it possible to express one-
self openly, but also to hold different opinions—a climate which allows mistakes 
to be corrected and potential risks to be discussed openly (Edmondson and Verdin 
2018, p. 81). (Chaps. 27 and 28)

It is also important that a system allows for a diversity of perspectives, without 
this becoming too great. Dahlin et  al. (2018) as cited in Frese and Keith (2015, 
p. 669) explain:

Thus, people need to be at ease to report errors, but their perspectives also need to be differ-
ent enough to detect errors. If all people see the same situation in a similar way as wrong or 
right, chances to detect errors are lower. If people are too different, it may be difficult to 
persuade others where the error lies.

According to this statement, a variety of different perspectives is important, not 
to create a “think tank” of the analysis of mistakes, errors and failures, but to sup-
port and broaden the understanding and analysis of mistakes, errors and failures 
from different cultural perspectives.
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1.5  Mistakes, Errors and Failure Across Cultures

Given the particular significance of this topic, there is a void of research on mis-
takes, errors and failure from diverse cultural perspectives. Most research refers to 
a selected cultural context, the direct comparison between one or two different cul-
tural groups, and to a very specific field of application such as aviation, a certain 
medical or technical field, or a form of organisation. Various new investigations and 
conceptual considerations are presented in this book, and the following explana-
tions will therefore initially deal with general, overarching considerations and basic 
research.

We provide a brief overview of existing research which focuses on the topic of 
mistakes, errors and failure within and across different cultural contexts.

1.5.1  Differences in the Understanding of Failure 
in the Economic Context of Japan, the USA 
and Germany

Important basic work on this topic was done at the beginning of the millennium 
by sociologist Wolfgang Backert. Backert (2004) deals in particular with the 
understanding of failure in the economic context of Japan (Chaps. 14 and 19), the 
USA and Germany. He assumes that there is a basic consensus in Germany to 
discredit the person who failed in the truest sense of the word: they will no longer 
be trusted in the future; their credibility and creditworthiness in the broadest sense 
are gone and very difficult to restore (Backert 2004, p. 65). The mistake or failure 
is attributed to the person individually. Failure in Japan occurs at the level of a 
highly organised form of individual irresponsibility: owing to particular emphasis 
on the organisation which places the individual in the background, failure of an 
individual in the larger context is not possible, because the organisation is regarded 
as a priority. At the same time, this can be connected with the fact that in the event 
of a crisis, an individual takes on the “victim role” symbolically, so to speak, in 
order to save the honour of the organisation, thus earning the community—at least 
according to the internal logic of the organisation—a merit. This symbolic failure, 
in the form of assuming external responsibility, can have very far-reaching conse-
quences in Japan, including suicide. Backert (2004, p. 65) goes on to explain that 
the American variant of understanding failure focuses on the process of how fail-
ure could occur. The danger for the social reputation is then not to have made an 
effort and to have failed less in this respect. Defeat in the USA usually offers the 
chance to try again and, this time, to do it better. When forming new teams, the 
practice of taking on a member who has already failed at precisely this point can 
thus demonstrate experience of defeat in this sector that seems completely absurd 
from a German point of view but that makes sense according to American opin-
ion. According to Backert (2004, pp. 67–68), the individual attribution of guilt is 

1 “There Is a Crack in Everything. That’s How the Light Gets in”: An Introduction…

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-35574-6_14
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-35574-6_19


24

typical when dealing with mistakes or failure in the German context, possibly 
including public humiliation up to social death. For Japan, the author refers in the 
economic context to unilateralism, the organisation according to the ie principle 
(the company as a family, with clear hierarchies that are especially linked to 
seniority) and the far-reaching access of the company to the individual. According 
to this, processes of failure in such a context could actually have serious conse-
quences for the failing individual, since ultimately this person is interwoven with 
the company, and the failure of the company consequently falls back on the indi-
vidual. However, the principle of uchi and soto, by which in Japan the design of 
the organisational–environmental relationship is established, overrides exactly 
this point: uchi and soto describe, in essence, the separation of “inside” and “out-
side”, “we and them” and “we against the others”. The perception partly disinte-
grates into concerns which concern the company (the ie) in general and questions 
which concern the rest (the society). At this point failure becomes de facto impos-
sible for an organisational member. The relevant structures within the organisa-
tion emphasise the internal cohesion; the social environment as a “judicial 
authority” in failure processes is largely ignored. It is important for the organisa-
tion to save face to the outside. A personalised form of guilt allocation, which 
actually falls back to the failing individual, does not result. Instead, according to 
Backert (2004, p. 69), in the Japanese model, responsibility is distributed among 
so many positions that it is not really possible to actually localise the person 
responsible: in case of doubt, the nominal top of the organisation assumes the 
duty of apology to the outside world, but above all this has a ritual function.

In contrast to the tendency towards personalisation and discrediting which can be 
observed in the German context, and the more ritualistic practice of assuming 
responsibility in Japan, Backert (2004, p. 71) describes failure as a chance for a new 
beginning as more typical for the American context than, for example, for the 
German context. The failure of a serious attempt is seen as an experience, broaden-
ing the horizon and not leading to the exclusion of the failed person. The reason for 
this is the notion that mistakes and experience of failure can be used as a resource 
to include someone in a team who has made certain mistakes or has failed in a par-
ticular context. This can mean that when a new attempt is made, precisely these 
wrong decisions can be avoided and can be adequately reacted to in advance. 
Backert (2004) cautions that this positive understanding of failure and making mis-
takes does not apply to everyone in the American context but only to those who 
“make an effort”. This benevolent view does not apply to those who are unable or 
unwilling to do so, who are unable to adapt to this normative requirement (Backert 
2004, p. 73).

Lewis et al. (2009, p. 1) come to similar conclusions in a study in which they 
observed the emotional responses to performance contexts of 149 preschoolers 
from three cultures. The children were Japanese (N  =  32), African Americans 
(N = 63) and White Americans of mixed European descent (N = 54) (Chap. 19). The 
results showed that Japanese children differed from American children in that they 
expressed less shame, pride and sadness but more disclosure and evaluative embar-
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rassment. African American and White American children obviously did not differ 
from each other. American children, however, showed more valuation as opposed to 
exposure of embarrassment. This finding supports the idea that success and failure 
are interpreted differently by Japanese children in the preschool years. The low level 
of sadness and shame expression and the limited number of different expressions 
observed in Japanese children agree with the general finding that East Asian infants 
and young children differ from Western infants and children mainly in the presenta-
tion of negative expressions. These results show that cultural differences, whether 
of temperament or direct socialisation of cultural values, influence how children 
respond to performance situations.

Lewis et al. (2009) found that differences could already be found in preschool 
children in their study, depending on the culture. They differed in the emotions 
expressed in response to failure and success and in the number of different expres-
sions that appeared in response to failure. This suggests that cultural differences 
occur early, perhaps as soon as or shortly after the expression itself. In that study, 
culture was proven to be a factor that clearly influences the facial expression of 
emotions. Thus, small Japanese children showed less sadness and shame in response 
to failure and they were less likely than American children to show more than one 
type of expression in response to failure. In response to success, Japanese children 
expressed less pride and more embarrassment. In general, Japanese children 
appeared to show little shame or pride compared to American children (Lewis et al. 
2009, p. 10).

While there were differences between American and Japanese children, no dif-
ferences were found between White and African American children. There are few 
studies that show emotional differences between African Americans and White 
Americans of European descent. The difference between embarrassment after fail-
ure and embarrassment after success was much greater for American children than 
for Japanese children. American children, whether of White or African American 
descent, showed less embarrassment after success compared to embarrassment after 
failure, while Japanese children showed the same values under both conditions. The 
authors attribute the much greater embarrassment shown by Japanese children to the 
cultural differences associated with the fact that they are the subject of someone 
else’s attention. Miyake and Kosuke (1995) have argued that it is probably frighten-
ing and embarrassing for Japanese children to be in the centre of attention and not 
be part of the group, whereas in American culture, it is much more frequent and 
socially desirable to be praised.

Lewis and his colleagues (2009) see here a connection between the Japanese 
culture of the “we-self” and the “I-self” of American culture (based on Kitayama 
and Markus 1999; Markus and Kitayama 1994, as cited in Lewis et al. 2009, p. 10). 
Here the authors see a clear contrast to the perspective on Japanese culture sug-
gested by early anthropological literature. Instead of being a culture that socialises 
solely out of shame, the cultural goals of promoting a “we-self” orientation can lead 
to more differentiated, self-evaluative emotional responses that depend on the 
demands of the situation, age and goals of the child.
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Kitayama and Markus (1999) observed self-confident, self-evaluating emotions 
in response to performance tasks and found differences in the cultural view of “we 
ourselves”, “I myself” (Kitayama and Markus 1999; Kitayama et al. 1997). They 
describe how American children tend to orientate themselves towards an “I-self” 
view and feel more pride or shame when they are successful or fail. Japanese chil-
dren who orientate themselves towards a “we-self” view are less likely to react to 
personal success or failure in an environment that reliably evokes this expression in 
American children. American children who are socialised in an “I-culture” respond 
to successes and failures in a way that is consistent with the perceived performance 
of the self. Japanese children, on the other hand, who are socialised in a “we cul-
ture” show patterns of expression that reflect their fearful ambivalence about being 
in a context in which their performance is shown to another.

In addition to cultural practices that can explain the differences in the self- 
confident emotional responses of American and Japanese children, there are also 
some indications that temperament may continue to play a role. Several studies have 
found early differences between East Asian and West European groups in the first 
6–12 months of life that may be related to temperament. East Asian and European 
American infants differ in negative facial expressions (Camras et al. 1997, 1998, 
2002). Japanese infants displayed less screaming and decreased eyebrow expres-
sions, both of which are characteristic of negative emotions (Camras et al. 1998). In 
contrast, few differences in smiling behaviour between Japanese and American 
infants were found (Camras et al. 1998; Fogel et al. 1988). In summary, these stud-
ies suggest that Japanese children have fewer vocal and negative facial expressions 
than Americans of white European descent. Less expression of shame and sadness 
in the present study supports this general finding of less expression of negative emo-
tions, although the results of less pride and more embarrassment do not.

Even these early differences in negative expression, often due to temperament, 
can be cultural. For example, Japanese care practices may increase children’s ten-
dency to be less expressive. Japanese mothers touch their infants more than 
American mothers and tend to react more selectively to infant voices, actions that 
could serve to inhibit or minimise infant expression (Fogel et al. 1988). In contrast 
to Japanese and South American emigrant mothers, Japanese–American mothers 
showed behavioural patterns consistent with Japanese cultural values of privacy, 
tranquillity and weakened verbal communication (Bornstein and Cote 2001). Such 
socialisation practices seem likely to reinforce less intense emotional expressions, 
especially negative emotions, in Japanese children. Thus, the tendency of Japanese 
children to express less sadness, shame and pride and a narrower range of expres-
sions in response to failure in this study (Camras et al. 2002) is likely to reflect an 
interplay of early temperamental differences and socialisation practices. The study 
of the interplay between early individual differences in expression and cultural dif-
ferences is a complex enterprise that probably requires a longitudinal study. The 
study shows that cultural differences in the self-evaluation of emotions are observ-
able at least from the age of 4 years.
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1.5.2  Cultural Context and Differences in the Understanding 
of Failure Using the Example of Chinese 
and Western Cultures

Pitta et  al. (1999) have established in their research that cultural context plays a 
decisive role in the question of what is understood as failure, because culture is a 
relevant basis for ethical behaviour and determines what is ethical and what is 
unethical in the respective context. In China, guanxi (a set of connections or rela-
tionships) determines the context of the business in which a set of expectations and 
a certain degree of trust can be expected. Thus, when Chinese managers negotiate a 
contract, they rely less on the content of the contract than on the context in which it 
was negotiated. The relationship between the individuals is particularly important. 
When a conflict arises, Chinese managers believe that communication and relation-
ships will solve it. There is less concern about compliance with the terms of the 
contract, as the contract is seen as a symbol of the relationship between the partners.

By contrast, Western managers consider the content of a contract to be very 
important. The concrete wording, the dates, the amounts and the responsibilities are 
clearly defined. For an American manager, negotiating the details implicitly means 
striving to meet the requirements of the contract. Failure to meet the terms of the 
contract will mean embarrassment in the American context, or in the worst case, a 
loss of face. The situation is even more pronounced for German managers. According 
to Pitta et al. (1999), German culture can be regarded as even more  contract- orientated 
than American culture: Every single aspect of the contract is regarded as binding.

In the German, American and Chinese cases, different evaluations and assess-
ments regarding errors and failures and the associated potential ethical conflicts can 
be derived solely from the different value systems of the cultures.

Differences between the American and Chinese contexts were also the focus of 
the psychological and neurobiological research of Mu et al. (2015). Starting from 
the fact that humankind is unique among all living beings in the ability to develop 
and enforce social norms, but noting that there are great differences in the strength 
of social norms between human societies, Mu et al. (2015) examine how violations 
of social norms are recognised at the neurobiological level. In the context of cultural 
neuroscience, they use non-invasive electroencephalography (EEG) to investigate 
the violation of social norms in order to investigate the neuronal mechanisms under-
lying the recognition of norm violations and how they differ between cultures. With 
the help of EEG recordings of Chinese and American participants (n = 50), Mu et al. 
(2015) were able to demonstrate a consistent negative deflection of the event-related 
potential by 400 ms (N400) across the central and parietal regions, which serve as 
cross-cultural neural markers for the recognition of norm violations. However, the 
N400  in the frontal and temporal range was observed only among Chinese, not 
among American participants, illustrating culture-specific neural substrates for the 
detection of norm violations. In addition, the frontal N400 predicted a variety of 
behavioural and attitudinal measurements related to the strength of social norms 
found including higher cultural superiority and self-control but lower creativity 
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(Mu et  al. 2015, p.  15348). The authors began from the following contention: 
Although the existence of social norms is universal in all human cultures, there are 
great differences worldwide in the observance of social norms and the punishment 
of violators of norms. The question arose whether the neuronal basis of the recogni-
tion of violations of the social norm reacts to cultural differences. Mu et al. (2015) 
started from the premiss that human groups in countries such as China with a high 
level of territorial threats, national defence, low natural resources (e.g. food supply) 
and many natural disasters (e.g. floods, hurricanes and droughts) were confronted 
with societies that were more likely to develop into close relationships, in terms of 
having strong norms and less tolerance for deviant behaviour to coordinate their 
social action. Human groups in countries such as the USA that generally have lower 
levels of threat develop into loose groups with weaker norms and greater tolerance 
for deviant behaviour. Thus, individuals in close relationships tend to adhere to 
social norms and are more sensitive to injuries from others, compared to those liv-
ing in loose cultures. Mu et al. (2015) also assumed that the N400 is a neuronal 
marker for the recognition of norm violations and that its amplitude will be greater 
in response to social norm violations in narrow (e.g. Chinese) cultures than in loose 
(e.g. American) cultures. The investigations of Mu et al. (2015) examined cultural 
differences and questioned whether such neurobiological differences are related to 
cultural differences in a variety of attitudes and behaviours. In comparison to loose 
cultures, the authors assumed that individuals in narrow cultures have more self- 
control, prefer standard to creative solutions for tasks, attach more importance to 
territorial defence (i.e. maintaining order in their own country) and are more ethno-
centric (i.e. believe that their own culture is superior to others and reject deviations 
that threaten social order). These are human adaptations that always support and 
reinforce the strength of social norms (Mu et al. 2015). Such correlations of tight-
ness and loosening have been found at the national and state levels of analysis, sug-
gesting a compromise of more order, stability and cohesion in tight groups, but 
more creativity and openness in loose groups (Mu et al. 2015, p. 15349).

1.5.3  Cultural Dimensions as Relevant Factors for Error 
Understanding and Management

Helmreich and his colleagues (Helmreich and Davies 2004; Helmreich 2000; 
Helmreich et al. 2000) have been intensively researching errors and cultural differ-
ences in the context of aviation since the 1990s. In various large international stud-
ies, flight teams from 22 nations were examined, and the influences of three culture 
dimensions were identified as relevant for the cockpit regarding risk minimisation 
and error culture, namely, the professional cultures of pilots, the cultures of organ-
isations and the national cultures surrounding individuals and their organisations 
(Helmreich 2000; Helmreich et al. 2000). This book presents in Part VIII several 
chapters that deal with aviation and cultural issues in more detail than is possible at 
this point, so only the research findings relevant to the cultural aspect are listed here.
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Helmreich et al. (2000) found in their studies that there are significant differ-
ences in the way pilots carry out their work depending on national culture and that 
these differences affect safety. Their research design was based on Geert Hofstede’s 
(1980, 1991) four-dimensional cultural model, in particular his survey on work atti-
tudes (Chaps. 10, 13, 24, 29, 31, 32), which they then supplemented with a series of 
new questions relevant to the aviation environment. Their studies showed that three 
of the four dimensions of Hofstede proved to be conceptually relevant for team 
interaction in the cockpit: power distance, individualism collectivism and uncer-
tainty avoidance

The first of these, power distance, reflects the acceptance of unequal power rela-
tions by subordinates and is defined by statements that younger people should not 
question the decisions or actions of their superiors and the nature of leadership (i.e. 
consultative versus autocratic). Crew members from 22 nations were examined. A 
high power distance score indicated the acceptance of a more autocratic type of 
leadership. Helmreich et al. (2000) found that cultures with a high power distance 
can suffer the certainty that people are not willing to contribute to the actions or 
decisions of executives. Countries such as Morocco, the Philippines, Taiwan and 
Brazil had the highest values, indicating the highest acceptance of unequally distrib-
uted power. At the other end of the power continuum were countries such as Ireland, 
Denmark and Norway, with the USA also positioned at the lower end of the 
distribution.

The second dimension, individualism collectivism, describes differences 
between individualistic cultures, where people define situations in terms of costs 
and benefits to themselves, and more collectivist cultures, where the focus is on 
harmony within their own primary work or family group. The concept of teamwork 
and communication can be achieved more easily by collectivists than by people 
with a more individualistic orientation. The USA and Australia performed best in 
individualism, while many Latin American and Asian cultures were considered 
highly collectivistic.

The third dimension, termed “uncertainty avoidance” by Hofstede (1980, 1991), 
was redefined by the researchers in that it was interpreted as requiring written pro-
cedures for all situations and that the rules of a company should never be broken, 
even if they might be in the best interest of the company. This dimension was 
described by Helmreich et  al. (2000,  Helmreich and Davis 2004) as “rules and 
order” and could have both positive and negative effects according to their under-
standing. Those who deal with it are perhaps the least inclined to deviate from pro-
cedures and rules, but they are less creative in dealing with new situations. These 
low levels may be more vulnerable to procedural breaches but may be better 
equipped to deal with conditions that are not covered by the procedures. On the 
newly defined scale, Taiwan, Korea and the Philippines performed best, while 
Anglo-Saxon cultures such as Great Britain, Ireland and the USA performed 
very poorly.

In view of the advance of automation and the 4th Industrial Revolution, the 
results of the research by Helmreich et al. (2000), Helmreich and Davis (2004) are 
particularly relevant in terms of the error aspect: They were able to demonstrate 
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that there are significant cultural differences in attitudes towards automation—both 
preference for automation and opinions about its application (Helmreich et  al. 
2000, p. 7). In particular, pilots from high-performance groups proved to be par-
ticularly successful in terms of both automation and the likelihood that it would be 
used under all circumstances. The authors conclude that there are no “good” and 
“bad” national cultures in terms of the prevalence of human error and the goal of 
safety and error culture, because each specific culture includes elements with posi-
tive and negative effects on the effective group function, as it influences these uni-
versal goals. Helmreich et  al. (2000) therefore attach particular importance to 
specific organisational cultures in actively promoting a safety culture and maxi-
mising the positive and minimising the negative aspects of professional and 
national cultures. Helmreich and Davis consider it crucial to develop culturally 
congruent organisational initiatives and at the same time increase safety, suggest-
ing that this could be achieved, for example, by declaring error management a 
universally valued goal that can be accepted by individuals from all cultures. Under 
the two objectives of threat and error management, training programmes can be 
conducted that do not violate cultural values, but nevertheless lead to desired 
behaviours.

1.5.4  Cultural and Organisational Factors as Relevant Factors 
Influencing Each Other in Dealing with Errors

As described earlier in this chapter, from the point of view of error management, 
Frese and Keith (2015, p. 665) assume, on one hand, that it is pointless to try to 
prevent the occurrence of all errors and, on the other hand, that errors are omnipres-
ent. Errors cannot be completely prevented because human cognitive equipment is 
designed for error-prone heuristic processing and not for potentially error-free algo-
rithmic processing (Reason 1990). Frese and Keith assume a certain general validity 
here, even if they notice differences between sexes and cultures (Li et  al. 2012; 
Roese and Vohs 2012). The boundaries between organisational and national factors 
are certainly fluid. Thus Frese and Keith (2015, p. 668) refer to the increased num-
ber of air accidents in South Korea in the 1970s, with a military background that 
was associated with an extraordinarily strong hierarchical orientation. They empha-
sise that for an appropriate perception and articulation of errors, a great difference 
is beneficial, because too great a similarity of participants reduces errors to detect 
and report. But even if diversity and multi-perspectivity are ensured, the interfaces 
must be optimally communicated. As an example, the authors refer to a NASA mis-
sion that ultimately failed because it was too late to notice that one partner used 
metric units and the other English units (Bell and Kozlowski 2002 as cited in Frese 
and Keith 2015, 669).

van Dyck et al. (2005) have conducted studies on the culture of organisational 
error management in two different European countries. They examined 65 Dutch 
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companies and 47 German companies. This is interesting because Germany and the 
Netherlands belong to different clusters of leadership culture (Brodbeck et al. 2010, 
as cited in van Dyck et al. 2005, p. 8). The Netherlands is rated lower than Germany 
in terms of error intolerance (among 62 countries, the Netherlands ranks 12th in 
terms of error intolerance, while Western Germany ranks 2nd) and in terms of 
uncertainty avoidance (suggesting that the uncertainties caused by errors are less 
likely to have negative consequences). Van Dyck and her colleagues found that error 
management contributes positively to the performance and survivability of compa-
nies. Important factors include communication about errors, exchange of error 
knowledge, help in error situations and rapid error detection and analysis, effective 
troubleshooting and coordinated error handling. These elements of the error man-
agement culture can help avoid and reduce negative error consequences and develop 
better strategies for dealing with errors in the future (van Dyck et al. 2005). These 
results agree with those of Edmondson (1996) and Helmreich and Merritt (1998), 
who also emphasise the importance of free-flowing communication, the rewarding 
of error reporting (or at least its non-punishment) and a continuous reflexive and 
interactive learning approach to increase success and security in high-security 
organisations. No notable differences that could be attributed to cultural factors are 
mentioned by the authors; it is merely pointed out that:

Despite this diversity in positions and departmental affiliations, managers tended to agree 
in their assessment of their company’s error culture, indicating that error culture may indeed 
be a pervasive organizational characteristic. Nevertheless, it is still possible that managers 
and rank-and-file workers differ in their assessment of their company’s culture. Future 
research should address this concern by collecting information from both managers and 
workers. (van Dyck et al. 2005, p. 1237)

New studies from the USA have added completely different findings regarding 
cultural implications in the perception of mistakes and how to deal with them.

1.5.5  Differences in Safety Culture and Risk Perception 
and Their Effects Using the Example of Latin American 
and Non-Latin Construction Workers in the USA

As Kane Bormann and colleagues (Bormann 2012; Bormann et  al. 2013) have 
found in a large cross-sectional study conducted in the Denver Metro and Northern 
Colorado areas, there are major differences in safety culture and risk perception 
between Latin American and non-Latin construction workers. A number of factors 
have been shown to play a significant role in the errors and failures in these techni-
cally very complex contexts. The reason for the study was that in the USA construc-
tion industry, Latino workers currently suffer a disproportionately high number of 
injuries and deaths compared to non-Latino workers. Studies showed that potential 
Latin American construction workers with very little knowledge of health and 
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safety, the ability to enforce safety regulations and little or no prior knowledge of 
the construction industry are entering the USA (Brunette 2004 as cited in Bormann 
2012, p. 19).

Available educational resources seem to be of particular importance here. On one 
hand, there is a language barrier between Latin American and non-Latin construc-
tion workers. In order to avoid mistakes or to be able to communicate, linguistic 
communication must be possible, especially in complex contexts such as construc-
tion. However, according to a 2003 National Safety Council content survey (Vazquez 
and Stalnaker 2004), few Latinos speak English when entering the USA, and more 
than 71% of companies employ non-English-speaking workers or non-English-
speaking workers. This is also the reason given to explain why Latino immigrants 
and Spanish- speaking workers often receive less training in occupational safety and 
health (Ruttenberg 2004). Also, it seems that native speakers are less willing to 
explain things to people with limited English, and foremen get frustrated when they 
try to explain to employees how to do a job safely and properly (Ruttenberg 2004).

Another educational resource proved to be relevant in this context: In 2010, the 
Morrison Institute (Vazquez and Stalnaker 2004) reported that Mexican immigrants 
had an average of less than 9 years of schooling and only about half of Latinos in 
the Western USA had high school education. The US Census Bureau (Vazquez and 
Stalnaker 2004) conducted a similar study and found that 27.3% of adult Latinos 
had less than a ninth grade education. As a result, many of these people are incom-
pletely alphabetised in English. Bormann (2012) points out that for Latinos, learn-
ing opportunities such as written work instructions, safety briefings, observations 
and discussions between workers that could help supplement formal classroom 
training are not as useful or effective if the knowledgeable and experienced con-
struction workers and managers speak only English (Vazquez and Stalnaker 2004).

In addition, there are other relevant factors, namely, that young workers are pre-
ferred for physically heavy work in the construction industry. They are particularly 
vulnerable to errors and hazards at these workplaces because they lack experience 
and training and are therefore less likely to be able to identify hazards (Williams Jr 
et al. 2010), lack educational resources and often have an unexplained legal status. 
Some authors also come to the conclusion that young workers in particular lack the 
physical strength to cope with some work tasks and lack the individual maturity to 
make correct judgements and the confidence to talk to their superiors about dangers 
(O’Connor et al. 2005).

Various authors refer in particular to socio-political factors influencing errors 
and failures, namely, the fear of immigration status and the strong economic pres-
sure to remain employed (Brunette 2004). Criticism of grievances and the reporting 
of mistakes could lead to job loss or deportation, while the rejection of dangerous 
work conditions could mean that the money for the workers and their families can 
no longer be raised (Williams Jr et al. 2010). These barriers can all lead to unsafe 
working environments and the problem that Latinos do not fully report the number 
of nonfatal injuries in order to maintain positive relationships with employers 
(Brunette 2004).
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Other studies focus more on the cultural differences between Latinos and non- 
Latinos to explain the significantly higher accident and death rates among Latinos.

Both Brunette (2004) and Vazquez and Stalnaker (2004) point out that at the 
beginning of the century, Latinos immigrating to the USA, as well as workers, have 
different histories, cultural sensitivities, strong health beliefs and cultural back-
grounds to non-Latin American workers. Brunette (2004) and Vazquez and Stalnaker 
(2004) conclude that some Latin American cultures and values could pose chal-
lenges and lead to safety problems on the construction site. For example, Vazquez 
and Stalnaker (2004) observes that Latin American culture teaches that authoritative 
personalities must be accorded the highest respect, which means that Latinos rarely 
disagree with superiors, even if they are wrong as superiors. This cultural value of 
respect would also prevent Latinos from asking questions or challenging instruc-
tions from superiors. Canales et al. (2009) confirm this by referring to the weak UA 
in Latin American culture that leads to excessive zeal being considered inappropri-
ate (Canales et al. 2009). Canales et al. (2009) comment that this is shown by the 
phenomenon that people often prefer to remain silent rather than to tackle problems 
offensively. According to Canales et al. (2009), the Latinos attach great importance 
to the family, which often goes beyond the primary family members. In the work-
place, Latinos often talk to each other and create close relationships but hesitate to 
discuss issues with non-Latinos or regulators. The development of trust in Latino 
culture therefore requires time to build personal relationships. Given the nature of 
construction and the constant movement around construction sites and relocations, 
it is unlikely that Latinos will develop these relationships with superiors, which is 
why they never really build trust with each other (Vazquez and Stalnaker 2004).

Bormann (2012), Arciniega et al. (2008) and Menzel and Gutierrez (2010) also 
refer to the concept of “machismo” as relevant in this context. Machismo refers to a 
standard of behaviour shown by men and understood as the male force that in one 
way or another influences all male behaviour both positively and negatively 
(Arciniega et al. 2008). In a study by Menzel and Gutierrez (2010), respondents 
stated that machismo plays a role in the higher injury rates of Latinos when it pre-
vents Latino workers from wearing safety equipment (Menzel and Gutierrez 2010).

Differences in risk perception between Latinos and non-Latinos could also be 
observed in the studies mentioned above. Already in the late 1980s, sociological and 
anthropological studies were able to show that the social and cultural environment 
had a formative effect on risk perception and the acceptance of forms of risk (Slovic 
1987), as well as on the way in which employees perceive these safety regulations 
and procedures and, in the process, also on the level of safety and the handling of 
errors at the workplace (Mohamed 2002). Menzel and Gutierrez (2010) investigated 
this in a qualitative study with Latino trade union workers in the south of Nevada, in 
which differences were determined, especially with regard to the perception of 
injury risks. Menzel and Gutierrez (2010) found that the level of professional quali-
fication influenced the perception of responsibility for safety and accident preven-
tion. Low-skilled workers saw responsibility primarily in the hands of the employer, 
while highly qualified workers preferred to place responsibility with themselves and 
their employees. Another identified factor affecting perceived risk was immigration 
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status, where illegal immigrants seemed more prepared to take more risks at work 
(Menzel and Gutierrez 2010). English literacy has proven to be particularly signifi-
cant, affecting the ability of Latino staff to read and understand security training and 
signs. The fourth decisive factor here was also the traditional Latin American 
culture.

1.6  The Contribution of This Book: Introducing the Content

This book adds to the literature on mistakes, errors and failures and takes various 
theoretical and methodological perspectives into account while drawing from a 
variety of focus points.

In the following section, we briefly introduce the content of the chapters to pro-
vide an overview of the varied subjects covered in this book. The book is divided 
into 8 parts, containing 32 chapters.

Part I focuses on mistakes, errors and failure on cultural and individual levels.

Elisabeth Vanderheiden begins the book by focusing on the topic of life cri-
sis—which may be caused by the death of a loved one, serious illness or disability, 
the breakup of a relationship, a divorce, the loss of workplace, unemployment or 
even the impact of natural or technical disasters or political disasters like war, 
 genocide, flight or structural suppression. Such life crises are often experienced by 
the person affected as an expression of failure, the result of individual wrong 
decision- making or as the consequences of personal misconduct, which can also 
lead to ill health. The chapter focuses on how to deal with these issues on an indi-
vidual basis from a resource-orientated perspective.

This chapter is followed by Paul C. Rosenblatt’s chapter on errors, mistakes 
and failures in love letters and written communication. The author analyses ten sets 
of published love letters from the 1820s to the 1940s, in which he discovers that 
most love-letter writers raise concerns about the meaning of gaps in communication 
and the brevity of explanations. The author points out strategies for addressing and 
avoiding failures, mistakes and errors in exchanging love letters and communication 
during the described contexts and times.

Further on, James L. Kelley investigates the life of Donald Fagen from a psy-
chobiographical perspective. His psychobiographical examination of the subject 
with an object relations emphasis highlights that Fagen used his role as a successful 
musician to confer on himself a sense of legitimacy and to distance himself from the 
structures of conventional “bourgeois” existence. The chapter focuses on mistakes, 
errors and failures of the musician.

Part II refers to mistakes, errors and failure in society.

The author Sofia von Humboldt points out new and highly relevant aspects of 
age and longevity from global and cultural perspectives. Her chapter discusses mis-
takes, errors and failures in the cultural context of research, policy and interventions 
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in old age. The chapter concludes with a discussion of future suggestions for 
research and policy interventions for dealing with longevity from cultural and cross- 
cultural perspectives.

From a sexuality research perspective, Aliraza Javaid explores possibilities for 
mistakes, errors and failures. Drawing upon his personal experiences of conducting 
what Janie M. Irvine aptly calls “dirty work”, he sheds light on his different (some-
times presumed) mistakes, errors and failures when doing sexuality work. He 
locates these in their cultural and social contexts, delving into hindsight to resurrect 
memories of pain and loneliness when doing such work, with the assistance of 
research diary extracts. In his chapter, Javaid exposes his vulnerability as a researcher 
with regard to doing sexuality work and what this could mean for other and poten-
tial sexuality writers. He provides examples of his work and opens it up for further 
discussion on how to deal with “risky” research constructively.

Maike Baumann explores research on hierarchies across cultures and reasons to 
assign a leading role to one party in an interpersonal relationship which can include 
advanced knowledge or expertise, seniority, agreement and ownership or control of 
resources. The author reflects on expectations, including qualities of interaction, 
responsibilities, the other’s value system and, consequently, the other’s behaviour as 
well as assumptions concerning the other’s expectations. She provides a new and 
original model for dealing with hierarchical relationships positively and resource- 
orientated. The proposed model helps analysing existing conflict dynamics and 
repeatedly occurring conflicts with the goal of enabling the development of 
 understanding and a change of behaviour, by using insights from systemic theory, 
research on cognitive biases, sociolinguistics as well as motivational theory.

Claude-Hélène Mayer and Lolo Jacques Mayer present an ethnographic case 
study which refers to the experience of failure in intercultural communication and 
relationship-building for members of different cultural and racial groups within a 
specifically selected public space in South Africa. The authors focus on concepts of 
erroneous identity ascriptions, intersectionalities and power which respond to the 
question “Who am I?” in a specific sociocultural context. Findings show that failed 
intercultural communication and ascribing identities in intercultural contexts can 
lead to erroneous assumptions about “the other”, interwoven in conscious and 
unconscious discourses of race, power and accessibility to resources—which con-
tribute to the failure of employee–client relationship-building in intercultural pub-
lic spaces.

Klas-Göran Karlsson and Bo Petersson provide outstanding new insights into 
the final stage of the history of the Soviet Union, from 1985 to 1991, when the last 
Communist Party and Soviet state leader Mikhail Gorbachev tried to reform his 
country by making economic life more effective, widening the scope of political 
participation, opening up history and culture for debate and introducing a new, 
peaceful thinking in international affairs. Gorbachev wanted to save the Soviet sys-
tem but ended up destroying it. The chapter focuses on political mistakes which are 
often difficult to distinguish from failures caused by structural problems. The chap-
ter deals with these difficulties and provides new insights into political 
decision-making.
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In Part III, the authors focus on mistakes, errors and failure in organisations.

Alessandro Carretta, Paola Schwizer and Lucrezia Fattobene write about 
errors and failures in European banking from cultural perspectives, seeing miscon-
duct as a result of errors in policies and procedures, of mistakes in individual behav-
iours, of failure in management and control systems. The researchers elaborate on a 
new theory of risk culture in banking and develop a general framework of errors and 
failures in banking while taking the existing literature and empirical evidence that is 
currently available into account. They further focus on the influence of national 
(banking) culture on risk and perception of errors and mistakes; the trade-off 
between risk appetite and control culture in decision-making; the impact on reputa-
tional risk of misconduct driven by errors in management practices; the role of 
media (traditional and social) in influencing public opinion about banks and enhanc-
ing the effects of errors on capital markets, risk management practices, compliance 
with law and regulation, individual behaviours and organisational structures; and 
the role of banking regulators and supervisors in the handling of errors and mis-
takes. Finally, the authors demonstrate that culture is one main driver of organisa-
tional and individual behaviours and consequently of errors, mistakes and failures 
in bank management.

Fernando Lanzer Pereira de Souza analyses how mistakes are handled in 
organisations across different cultures by looking at them through the prism of Huib 
Wursten’s (Wursten and Lanzer  2013) mental images, a framework that takes 
Hofstede’s four classic dimensions of value, reshaping them into six different styles 
of organisational culture. In addition, Japanese organisations provide a seventh and 
different style which is taken into account. The resultant seven business culture 
styles (contest, well-oiled machine, network, social pyramid, traditional family, 
solar system and Japanese) are described in terms of how they differ in the way that 
they identify and deal with mistakes. Several practical examples taken from real-life 
situations are provided and reflected on in this chapter.

Claude-Hélène Mayer provides an in-depth insight into ethnographic experi-
ences of conflict and failure in a South African work context, perceived from the 
perspective of an individual with a European cultural origin. The author analyses 
and interprets conflict in work experiences and a specific work relationship from 
systems psychodynamic theory perspectives, to provide new and differentiated 
ideas on the in-depth complexity of conflict experiences in a specific cultural con-
text. The purpose of this chapter is to offer insight into an intra- and inter- 
psychological conflict experience from an ethnographic perspective. A single 
individual’s case is presented through interviews, field notes, contextual descrip-
tions and interpretations. Recommendations for future theory and practice are 
offered.

Rudolf M. Oosthuizen writes in his chapter about perceptions of failure synthe-
sised in studies investigating resilience factors to emotional distress resulting from 
the experience of failure in organisational settings. The author introduces the impact 
of failure experiences and conceptualises resilience-based approaches and con-
cludes by discussing the implications for psychological resilience-building inter-
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ventions in response to failure, error or mistakes for individuals and teams in 
organisations.

Elmar Nass reflects on credible corporate culture in value-based organisations 
with special regard to Christian companies. The author refers to Christian business 
ethics and provides a Christian image of humans which presupposes the defective-
ness of mankind. He further hypotheses that lived error culture has yet to be 
researched and practised. A systematic approach to how the Christian image of 
humans is a basis of values, which should determine the error culture, is presented. 
The author proposes selected principles of Christian error culture as a normative 
compass for organisations.

Thomas Ryan also focuses on a Christian context and writes about the Catholic 
Church in Australia and its instance of gross moral failure in the final findings of the 
Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse of December 
2017. This specific case study in moral failure is approached through the interplay 
of psychology and moral science. The author suggests a new approach on how to 
deal with the mistakes, errors and failure and offers grounds for hope in the task of 
cultural change.

Mary Hallay-Witte and Bettina Janssen write about sexual abuse in the 
Catholic Church in Germany and how this was being concealed and information 
withheld over years by church representatives. The authors emphasise in this chap-
ter that up to the present day, victims testify scandalous mishandling of their cases. 
Mistakes and omissions made in the past continue to be repeated in the present. This 
chapter presents findings of the research project titled “Sexual abuse of minors by 
Catholic priests, deacons and male members of orders in the domain of the German 
Bishops Conference” and highlight relevant touchstones for future reappraisal and 
for future intervention into and protection from the sexual abuse of minors.

Part IV takes an educational perspective into account.

Amber Simpson, Euisuk Sung, Alice Anderson and Adam V. Maltese explore 
the terms “failure”, “mistakes”, “errors”, “obstacles” and “struggle” which are often 
used interchangeably across disciplines and cultures. The purpose of this chapter is 
to synthesise and clarify how these terms are articulated and utilised in research 
studies and commentaries published between 1970 and 2017. Through a systematic 
literature review, the authors discuss similarities and differences in how researchers 
have defined these terms, as well as how these definitions differ by cultural context, 
discipline and age of participants. The authors also provide insight into their own 
research study including 500 youths and 150 educators situated in a variety of edu-
cational settings. The authors conclude with open questions and recommendations 
for the field to consider when conducting research around failures, errors and mis-
takes in educational contexts.

The authors Naomi Takashiro and Clifford Clarke include different ethnicities 
in their study of students with low socio-economic status and identify what factors 
contribute to their academic success following failure, in a systematic review of 19 
qualitative studies, which were published between 2000 and 2018. Their findings 
are grouped under three themes: (a) family and others’ support and influence, (b) 
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motivation and (c) learning strategies. The authors also refer to the topic of culture 
shock and cultural adaptation to new cultures as motivation. The findings are of 
value to researchers, educators and school officials who are interested in educating 
disadvantaged students who manage to achieve academic success despite adversity, 
mistakes, errors and failure.

Thalita Camargo Angelucci and María Isabel Pozzo use a psychoanalytical 
perspective, associating the subjective development of human beings with their 
appropriation of the language of their environment. The authors affirm that the sub-
ject is structured in and on language while taking migration issues into account. 
With this focus, they highlight significant errors in processing teaching and learning 
languages by presenting theoretical reviews on polysemy and the plurality of mean-
ings, within the concept of error in the field of foreign language teaching. Thereby, 
the sociolinguistic perspective of Marcos Bagno and the methodological approach 
of discourse analysis are adapted with regard to applying a positive and resource- 
orientated view of learners’ mistakes and errors.

Part V focuses on mistakes, errors and failure in psychology, therapy and 
counselling.

Kathryn Nel and Saraswathie Govender investigate deficiencies in the use of 
therapeutic and theoretical models in psychology on the African continent, which 
stem from individualistic theories with Western philosophical underpinnings. The 
authors emphasise that the notion of “if the client does not speak, the therapist does 
not speak”, might work for middle-aged to elderly persons from a Western cultural 
background, but is doomed to failure in an African setting. The chapter explores 
how the failures and misunderstandings brought about by using psychodynamic 
therapy cause therapeutic misunderstandings and failure. A brief overview of the 
key points in the work of Klein, Winnicott and Fairbairn is given, and culture- 
specific insights regarding African collectivism and caregiving are presented. The 
chapter provides insights into case-study examples, outlining how psychodynamic 
therapy failed in these settings.

Researchers Christine Bales, Josua Leibrich, Katja Brinkmann, Ibrahim 
Özkan, Umut Altunoz, Janina Wesolowski and Maria Belz demonstrate learning 
from treatment errors in transcultural psychiatry and psychotherapy and need for 
transcultural sensitivity in psychotherapeutic and psychiatric treatment of migrants, 
by both the patient and the therapist, based on mutual misunderstandings due to 
cultural differences. The chapter describes selected cultural differences, language 
barriers and different expressions of psychological stress and the experience of 
“othering”. Therapists’ insecurities might be anchored in fear of making mistakes, 
resulting in their avoidance of taking migrants as patients. The chapter takes pro-
cesses of culturalisation and attribution errors into account which lead to treatment 
errors. Case descriptions present strategies to approach diversity phenomena suc-
cessfully by avoiding errors and mistakes in transcultural psychiatry and psycho-
therapy. A case vignette offers an example of describing transcultural treatment 
processes.
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Jung’s archetypes have been subject to numerous research studies, as is the case 
in this research study by Claude-Hélène Mayer. In this chapter, the author reflects 
on the trickster archetype and its implications in the life of Michael Jackson, an 
American leader in the music industry, by using a psychobiographical approach. 
She offers an analysis of the behaviour of Michael Jackson within the context and 
expression of the trickster archetype, and his appeals to fluidly overcome boundar-
ies of race, gender, generation and culture with ingenuity, creativity and positive 
leadership. In the end, however, it is assumed that the strength and power of the 
trickster archetype active in this celebrity’s life led to failures, and ultimately to his 
premature death. It is argued that the trickster archetype needs to be recognised, 
seen, acknowledged and understood in its depth to maintain the success of the leader 
or to transform leadership stories from those of failure to stories of success.

Pei-Luen Patrick Rau, Zhi Guo, Qie Nan, Xin Lei and Andong Zhang pres-
ent the theoretical framework and empirical research on cognitive bias in cross- 
cultural design, together with the integrative framework of training design. The 
authors discuss information processing and emotional biases as resources which 
help the human individual to survive and examine the relationships between mental 
models and user-centred designs. Further, the authors present empirical research in 
cross-cultural design, bias and the influence of cultural dimensions by providing 
practical insights into case studies in the design.

Part VI illuminates mistakes, errors and failure in law and justice.

Wayne Petherick describes errors and failures as critical within the forensic 
disciplines, such as forensic science, forensic psychology/psychiatry and forensic 
criminology, where they might have a profound negative impact on the life or lib-
erty of the individuals concerned. Errors and failures can occur when experts do not 
avail themselves of all the evidence available in a given case or when they remain, 
at best, unaware that more evidence exists, when experts are unaware of their own 
limitations or where bias or cognitive distortion taints the expert’s opinion even 
when the evidence may be voluminous. This chapter examines error from the per-
spective of forensic criminology, incorporating the evidentiary considerations of 
validity, reliability and sufficiency, followed by metacognition and cognitive bias. 
Case studies are used as examples throughout with some recommendations pro-
vided for how current and future generations of forensic psychologists can over-
come the obstacles to effective forensic examination.

For those who are combatting failure in crime eradication, this chapter by 
Claude-Hélène Mayer describes the common attempts to combat and eradicate 
wildlife crime by examining examples of wildlife crime in different national and 
cultural contexts. The author explores the sociocultural circumstances surrounding 
international, regional, national and local attempts to address wildlife crime. This 
chapter aims at contributing complex strategic reflections to transform failures in 
wildlife crime eradication into mindful strategies which take cultural aspects into 
consideration to defeat international wildlife crime successfully in the context of 
green criminology.
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Part VII directs attention to mistakes and errors in the medical arena.

Chris P. Subbe and Paul Barach reflect on the training of clinicians in both 
nursing and medicine, to reduce error rates to a negligible level. The authors explain 
that error rates in many areas of medical treatment have not significantly changed 
for decades, describing dominant philosophies of error reduction, such as “Safety 
1”, which focuses on understanding errors, and “Safety 2”, which looks for ways to 
strengthen existing successful methods of working safely. In this chapter, another 
principle is taken into account, namely, the acceptance of fallibility of individual 
parts and their application into the medical context. Such acceptance is still rare, but 
necessary to alter organisational culture and clinical outcomes.

The author Jan S. Brommundt also focuses on the error management system in 
medical contexts, its techniques, its structures and its embeddedness in a broader 
error management culture. He shows that the system of open error management 
requires an innovative culture, open hierarchies, multicultural perspectives and the 
empowerment of personnel traditionally working at the lower levels of hierarchical 
systems. The author concludes that the views proposed are necessary, efficient and 
cost-effective and provide a basis for an improved error and failure management 
within medical systems.

According to Florian Fischer, Franziska Carow and Hannah Eger, mistakes, 
errors and failures often offer opportunities for development when managed openly 
and constructively. However, the fear of mistakes and failures and the cultural 
assumptions of defining them as a threat to self-esteem often reduce the ability to 
manage errors, mistakes and failures optimally. By contrast, an open error culture 
contributes to safety but also to individual health and well-being. This chapter sug-
gests that a humorous handling of errors, mistakes and failure can contribute to 
individual health and well-being and can thereby become a health-promoting 
resource.

Part VIII highlights mistakes, errors in traffic and aviation.

In the aviation industry, the safety system is critically dependent on the reporting 
of adverse events, and, in the majority of cases, these adverse events emanate from 
multiple systemic failures of which the final failure is the human operator or the air 
traffic controller in the case of this chapter written by Jaco van der Westhuizen, 
Matita Tshabalala and Karel Stanz. The chapter describes how the aviation indus-
try, through the International Civil Aviation Organisation, subscribes to the notion 
of a just culture, where staff can report mistakes, errors and failures into a safety 
management system with the promise of amnesty, provided that gross negligence or 
sabotage is not present. It further introduces the challenges of dealing with mis-
takes, errors and failures within the South African context which is multicultural—
and, with 11 official languages, is also multilingual. The authors discuss the 
influence of local cultures and performance-setting criteria on the reporting of errors 
and on views concerning these errors. The authors reveal the hidden potential of 
learnings regarding errors, failures and mistakes through a group engagement pro-
cess to manage errors, failures and mistakes professionally.
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The following chapter written by Jan U.  Hagen also deals with the aviation 
context, explaining how multiple aircraft accidents result from a lack of error com-
munication. The chapter shows that, even though cultural differences have been 
cited as contributing factors to aircraft accidents, many accidents happen owing to 
the different hierarchical status of first and second officers and the reluctance of the 
latter to speak up during critical situations. This is why, three decades ago, crew 
resource management was developed in the air industry, to achieve open, factual 
error communication and thereby ensure the safe operation of flights. Today, crew 
resource management is a mandatory part of flight crew training in civilian and mili-
tary flight operation worldwide. Since its introduction, accident rates have greatly 
diminished, but the human factor still remains the main cause of accidents. The 
chapter provides insight into fatal errors in aviation and focuses on the leadership 
behaviour involved to increase aviation safety.

Vaclav Linkov and Petr Zámečník present a particularly interesting study 
regarding the impact of cultural differences on driving behaviours. The authors 
report on drivers from particular cultural backgrounds driving in foreign environ-
ments and making mistakes induced by foreign cultural backgrounds in the current 
traffic contexts. Since people in a variety of countries are used to driving with vary-
ing levels of aggressiveness, are used to seeing traffic signs that are positioned in 
different ways and have been familiar with other traffic signs specific only to their 
country, mistakes happen easily. Recommendations are provided on how to use 
these mistakes to inspire governments to change policies regarding traffic rules and 
improve infrastructure so that foreign drivers more easily adapt to the new 
environment.

The parts and chapters of this book aim at providing new perspectives on mis-
takes, errors and failure from different cultural, professional and disciplinary per-
spectives and across these contexts. We wish the readers of this book new individual, 
cultural and positive insights into the topic of mistakes, errors and failures.
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Chapter 2
“Ever Tried. Ever Failed. No Matter. Try 
Again. Fail Again. Fail Better”. Life Crisis 
and Failure as a Resource

Elisabeth Vanderheiden

Abstract Life crises can occur for many reasons, such as the death of a loved one, 
serious illness or disability, the end of a relationship, divorce, unemployment or 
even the impact of natural or political disasters. Life crises are often experienced by 
the affected individual as an expression of personal failure, wrong decision-making 
or consequences of personal misconduct. These can lead to serious mental health 
issues including anxiety and depression, to somatic complaints such as heart prob-
lems or to post-traumatic stress disorder, multiple addictions or suicide.

However, as demonstrated in several studies in the context of positive psychol-
ogy, such an event also holds the potential to be a resource. The intention of this 
chapter is to take a closer look at the particular relationships between life crises and 
their perception as mistakes or failure. What can trigger such events? Which effects 
are detectable? How exactly can the perception of error or failure be described in 
this context? What factors could influence an appropriate assessment, and what dif-
ferences have been examined in this regard in different cultural contexts? These are 
all questions addressed in the chapter, which also investigates which factors are 
relevant for a successful post-stressful event adjustment and post-traumatic growth.
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2.1  Introduction

Life crises caused by the death of a loved one, serious illness or disability, the 
breakup of a relationship, a divorce, the loss of workplace or unemployment—or the 
impact of natural or political disasters like war, genocide, flight from a country or 
structural suppression—are often experienced by the affected person as an expres-
sion of failure, the result of individual poor decision-making or the consequence of 
personal misconduct. These experiences can lead to serious mental health distur-
bances such as constant rumination, anxiety, pessimism or depression (f.e. Silver 
and Teasdale 2005; Velten et al. 2014), to somatic complaints such as heart prob-
lems (f. e. Lee et al. 2014) and tension headaches, to post-traumatic stress disorder, 
to multiple addictions (f. e. Li et al. 2016; Low et al. 2012; Marwaha 2019) and even 
to suicide (f. e. Jaiswal et al. 2016; Tang et al. 2015).

In the course of this chapter, the terms critical life events and life crisis are exam-
ined in more detail. Their effects on mental and physical health are discussed and 
linked to the first and second waves of positive psychology (Positive psychology 
2019) and to research findings on failure from various cultural perspectives. In addi-
tion, the chapter draws on the interim results of an ongoing international study 
which the author is currently conducting on life crises, their effects, evaluations by 
those affected and the coping strategies they consider relevant. Four cases in differ-
ing cultural contexts are presented and discussed in terms of the actors’ assessments 
of their own life crises, possible failure experiences and perspectives as well as cop-
ing strategies. Finally, future research needs are identified.

2.2  Definition of Life Crisis

It is astonishing how inconsistent the definitions of life crisis and critical life events 
are and how often they are used synonymously. In the following, the most important 
definitions are presented, and the terms are distinguished from each other in order 
to provide a clear conceptual basis for the following case studies. The APA Dictionary 
of Psychology (2019) defines a life crisis as:

a period of distress and major adjustment associated with a significant life experience, such 
as divorce or death of a family member. In studies relating health to life crises, individuals 
experiencing recent major stress-producing experiences are more likely than others to show 
significant alterations in mental and physical health status.

Life crises can have serious and widespread consequences. From a medical per-
spective, Kossow (2019, 2) points out that a crisis means the loss of mental and 
physical equilibrium, which limits the repertoire of personal options for action. This 
can lead to the identity and independence of the personality being threatened by 
feelings of fear, panic, helplessness and joylessness.

Life crisis researchers Filipp and Aymanns (2018) name further potential conse-
quences from a stress theory point of view (Table 2.1).
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Table 2.1 Potential consequences of life crises according to Filipp and Aymanns (Source: 
Vanderheiden based on Filipp and Aymanns 2018)

Potential consequences of life crises

They are primarily perceived by those affected as a threat to their physical and psychological 
integrity (Filipp and Aymanns 2018, 38).
They are often accompanied by a loss of resources, such as a loss of income, an impairment of 
self-esteem and a reduction in performance (Filipp and Aymanns 2018, 42).
They describe specific characteristics of critical life events, which are usually the preliminary 
stage of a life crisis and can accumulate in it (Filipp and Aymanns 2018, 58).
They damage the person–environment fit.
Since they usually occur completely unexpectedly, the experiences associated with them are 
perceived intensively.
They have a high affective content.
In general they are beyond the influence of the person concerned.
There is a lack of predictability, and the surprise content of the event and its experience are 
typical.
They often lead to a shock of the self and world view and also influence the self-esteem 
reference.
They have a high target relevance because they cross plans and constrict or close areas of action.
They have a high degree of efficiency, even beyond the primary event context, which is also 
reflected in their high system reference.

Life crises can be triggered by emotionally intense shocks and transitions in 
one’s life which place high demands on one’s ability to adapt (Kossow 2019, 2). The 
linguistic roots of the word “crisis” are found in the Greek krisis (κρίσις) which 
means divorce, dispute or decision after a dispute (Filipp and Aymanns 2018, 27). 
Etymologically it is derived from the Greek krīnein (κρίνειν), which means to 
divorce, separate, select, decide, judge or accuse (DWDS, Digitales Wörterbuch der 
deutschen Sprache 2019; Filipp and Aymanns 2018, 27). This linguistic derivation 
refers to a decisive characteristic of life crises, namely, that they are frequently con-
nected with a snowballing event, experienced as an interruption of the usual feeling 
and everyday experience of trust (see also Maddi 2006; Reif et al. 2018). A life cri-
sis is often caused by one or more critical life events. From a psychological perspec-
tive, Filipp and Aymanns (2018, 27) confirm that many people experience critical 
life events as complete disruptions of their everyday lives, putting their beliefs to the 
test and questioning what they have previously considered safe, good and right up 
to that point. Critical life events can have a dramatic or traumatic character or can 
be assumed to be existential threats that exceed the resilience of the people affected, 
that convey the experience of helplessness and powerlessness or that lead to a pro-
found loss of action orientation and thus—as a consequence—to a life crisis (Filipp 
and Aymanns 2018, 27).

The Finnish Association for Mental Health (2018) explains that life crises can be 
experienced as shock or trauma:

caused by a sudden, unexpected and intense incident. The event produces a significant 
emotional shock that temporarily overwhelms the individual. Traumatic crisis is a reaction 
to an event which threatens the essential aspects of life.

2 “Ever Tried. Ever Failed. No Matter. Try Again. Fail Again. Fail Better”. Life Crisis…
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People often perceive life crises as turning points in their lives. Overall, people 
confronted with critical life events tend to experience them as situations of unlim-
ited duration in which they become more or less suddenly aware that the familiar 
relationship between them and their environment no longer exists and that this 
imbalance cannot be quickly corrected by a simple intervention. The confrontation 
with a critical life event can potentially lead to a life crisis if all attempts to reorga-
nise the person’s environmental adaptation seem to fail, and even the negative 
effects occurring cannot be regulated (Filipp and Aymanns 2018, 28).

2.3  Impact of Life Crisis on Health

Stressful life events can have a huge impact on health and well-being. This has been 
the subject of scientific investigations since the 1990s. For example, Geyer (1999, 
2000) was able to demonstrate that stressful life-changing events can be relevant to 
the development and outbreak a great variety of diseases. Factors such as unemploy-
ment and experiences of loss can pose a potential risk. In most cases, it is not pos-
sible to establish direct causality for a single, specific disease; rather, critical life 
events and life crises are regarded as risk factors in the sense of triggering or main-
taining conditions for diseases (Filipp and Aymanns 2018, 82; Dohrenwend 2006). 
In recent decades, researchers studying life events have devoted themselves to this 
topic—not only investigating the implications that critical life events or life crises 
have for health but also identifying special resilience or vulnerability factors in dif-
ferent parts of the population. The manifestations of life crises are quite varied. 
Headaches and chest pains, breathing difficulties, back pain, sleep disturbances as 
well as diseases of the gastrointestinal tract are named (Filipp and Aymanns 2018, 
83–85). Some exemplary studies are presented later in the chapter.

In a large cardiological meta-analysis, Richardson and her colleagues (Richardson 
et al. 2012) were able to demonstrate that there is an obvious correlation between 
high perceived stress and a moderately increased risk of coronary heart disease. The 
studies considered took place between 1970 and 1990. Follow-up periods ranged 
from 36 to 255 months with an average of 165.9 months of follow-up (or 13.8 years). 
Two studies were carried out in Sweden and one study each in Scotland, Australia, 
Denmark and Japan. Two studies considered only men and in one study only 
women. It was revealed that work-related stress and conflicts in couple relationships 
in particular could have an influence on the occurrence of heart disease (Richardson 
et al. 2012).

Another international meta-study by Kivimäki et al. (2012) also confirmed the 
link between high work demands and heart attacks. In their meta-analysis, the 
authors examined the relationship between work expectations and heart attacks and 
were able to show a significant correlation. They had chosen 13 European cohort 
studies (1985–2006) of men and women without coronary heart disease as the basis 
for their studies, which were in progress at the time of the baseline assessment. They 
realised that there is a link between occupational stress and coronary heart disease 
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in terms of gender, age group, socio-economic strata and region, depending on 
socio-economic status, lifestyle and conventional risk factors. The risk that can be 
attributed to the population for the workload was 3–4% (Kivimäki et al. 2012, 1).

Another recent study (Giannakopoulos et al. 2017) showed that psychological 
and physical stress caused by, for example, loss of a loved one, a quarrel with the 
neighbour, an infection or a fall, can be triggers for Takotsubo cardiomyopathy, the 
so-called broken heart syndrome. Why and exactly how Takotsubo cardiomyopathy 
develops has not yet been clarified. However, the study showed that it occurs most 
frequently in postmenopausal women and can be triggered both by emotionally 
stressful events and by acute physical complaints. The study was also able to con-
firm that for men, infections or accidents of any kind that put strain the body are 
often the triggers for Takotsubo cardiomyopathy.

Many studies have dealt with depression as a consequence of critical life events 
and life crises (f. e. Bulmash et al. 2009; Brown and Harris 1978). Already in the 
1970s, Brown and Harris (1978) discovered in studies that severely threatening 
events such as loss experiences can trigger depressive episodes. Vulnerability fac-
tors in this context are a lack of social support and previous experiences of loss, 
because they have a certain influence on individual coping possibilities, perceived 
own competences and self-esteem (Brown and Harris 1978). Later studies confirm 
this finding. Risch et  al. (2009) examined the interaction between the serotonin 
transporter gene and stressful life events in depression in a meta-analysis based on 
both published data and individual original data (14 studies). It was found that the 
number of stressful life events is significantly associated with depression. Similarly, 
comparable results were found in the gender-specific meta-analysis of data at the 
individual level  (Parakh  2011). The results varied depending on socio-economic 
conditions. For example, Mezuk and his colleagues (2010) were able to show that 
socially disadvantaged groups in the USA have an increased risk of becoming 
depressed in the future. McLaughlin et al. (2009) found that individuals who were 
victims of sexualised violence in their childhood, or who were neglected and grew 
up with violence, have an increased risk of depression, post-traumatic stress disor-
der and anxiety disorder.

In addition to the gender factor, socio-economic conditions, individual traumatic 
experiences and age can also be potential risk factors in connection with life crises.

In another meta-study based on 25 studies, Kraaij et al. (2002) investigated the 
influence of life events on depression in older people. They defined life events after 
traumatic events from the DSM IV (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders IV).

These included violence, disease and natural disasters. Added to this were factors 
such as separation, loss experiences and financial problems. Although Kraaij and 
colleagues have found a link between risk factors and the occurrence of depression, 
these results can only be generalised to a limited extent because some factors have 
been studied more than others. However, they identified “daily hassles” such as 
delays, the search for the car keys or small arguments in the family as also being 
relevant for older people.

2 “Ever Tried. Ever Failed. No Matter. Try Again. Fail Again. Fail Better”. Life Crisis…
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In this context, Kossow (2019, 2 translated by Vanderheiden) points to an impor-
tant aspect, namely, the perception of the crisis and the experience of the available 
resources:

The crisis is the climax of a challenging development. A crisis is normally experienced by 
those who are otherwise healthy, as part to life. However, it limits the flexibility of personal 
options for action and destabilises the respective psychosocial system. A considerable 
imbalance is experienced between the (subjectively perceived) significance of the problem 
and the coping options available to the individual concerned. This leads to a loss of personal 
balance and may lead to immense feelings of anxiety.

Kossow’s (2019) comments suggest that not every life crisis leads to a serious ill-
ness or to people judging their lives as failed. There are a number of additional aspects 
that need to be taken into account; these are dealt with in the following section.

2.4  Impacts of Stressful or Critical Life Events on Perception 
as Mistakes or Failures

It is thanks to positive psychology in particular (Seligman and Csikszentimihalyi 
2000; Mayer and Krause 2011, 2013; see also Oosthuizen’s chapter in this book) 
that since then, the focus of psychological studies has shifted more strongly to what 
promotes and maintains people’s health and well-being. The lens in relation to life 
crises is therefore less focused on the negative consequences than on the associated 
opportunities and potential for growth and change—even though the so-called sec-
ond wave of positive psychology, initiated mainly by Wong (2011), pleads for a 
stronger understanding of the “dark” side of life experiences for the interpretation 
of our being and meaning and as an integral part of our well-being (Lomas and 
Ivtzan 2016; Mayer et al. 2019). In the sense of Antonovsky’s (1979) concept of 
salutogenesis, which has shaped positive psychology to a large extent, the “sense of 
coherence” is of particular relevance. It consists of three components:

• Comprehensibility
• Meaningfulness
• Manageability.

Wong (1998) underlines the special importance of focusing on meaning, espe-
cially when it comes to understanding and coping with events with extremely nega-
tive connotations. Mayer et al. (2019, 8) point out that:

This is the case since negatively experienced emotions can make an individual feel 
extremely vulnerable in their inherent condition of being alive … If this vulnerability can 
be embraced by the individual, then something new can be developed and created such as a 
new perspective, a value or worth and strength. This highlights that truly positive emotions 
are based on the transformation of negative emotions through comprehensibility, manage-
ability and meaningfulness. Based on these SOC [sense of coherence] components, a posi-
tive self-worth and self-concept can be developed which is not based on denial and 
suppression of shame, guilt and anxiety, but on focusing on overcoming these negative 
emotions.
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Table 2.2 Relevant factors for failure assessment according to Morgenroth and Schaller (Source: 
Vanderheiden based on Morgenroth and Schaller 2010)

1 Objectives are often not clearly and specifically defined (there are, for example, a variety 
of potentially relevant criteria for assessing the achievement of objectives, hierarchies of 
objectives may be affected, or a particular objective may be assessed as a failure, while, at 
the same time, another related objective is regarded as a success).

2 In most cases there are no objective standards for the evaluation of results of action which 
justify such a judgement (the same event is evaluated completely differently by two 
individuals; criterion contamination can also play a role, because the criterion applied for 
the evaluation is influenced by other factors which lie outside the individual’s evaluation 
or influence).

3 Judgements are bound to a concrete judgement context (such as in the case of the actor–
observer difference known from attribution research (Fincham and Hewston 2002)) and 
are also strongly dependent on the interpretation and on how the information available to 
the person concerned at this point is interpreted and contextualised: this is called framing 
(Tversky and Kahneman 1981; Wehling 2018).

4 Failure judgements are also placed in a cultural context and depend, among other things, 
on the social consequences of failure that are assumed or foreseeable in the respective 
cultural context (Backert 2004).

5 The negative assessment of a crisis could be linked to people’s fear (see also Oosthuizen’s 
in this book) that, because they are in a personal crisis and may be perceived as 
psychologically conspicuous, they might have to fear stigmatisation.

6 A potential negative assessment as failure is associated with the danger of losing hope and 
the danger that a new beginning cannot emerge from failure (Morgenroth and Schaller 
2010, 9).

As emphasised by Morgenroth and Schaller (2010, 2), in developmental psy-
chology and clinical psychology, the terms crisis and critical life event are preferred 
to speaking of failure. However, both are understood here in the broader sense that 
they not only concern situations in which a targeted goal is missed but also events 
such as a separation or the sudden death of one’s partner. It is assumed that critical 
life events and life crises influence the development of an individual (Morgenroth 
and Schaller 2010, 2).

Morgenroth and Schaller (2010, 3) refer to important factors that determine 
whether one considers oneself as having failed (Table 2.2).

In the following section of this chapter, selected case studies are used to illustrate 
how people perceive life crises, how they are related to failures and which strategies 
have proven successful in coping with these crises.

2.5  Case Studies

The following case examples are taken from an ongoing study the author is currently 
conducting on the subject of life crises. In an online questionnaire (English or 
German) made available on the Internet (Vanderheiden 2019), the participants are 
asked to define what they understand by a life crisis, how they evaluate it and which 
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coping strategies they have experienced as successful. At the time of writing, 27 per-
sons have answered the questionnaire (16 persons in German, 9  in English). The 
invitation to complete the questionnaire is made via private and professional interna-
tional networks and according to the snowball principle. Because the study is ongo-
ing, no final research results are presented yet, but exemplary case studies are featured.

The age range is from 11 to 81 years, with 18 female and 7 male participants. The 
participants come from or live in Germany, South Africa, Iran, Vietnam, India, 
Mexico, Lebanon, Turkey, Afghanistan, Australia, the USA and Canada.

Fifteen questions on the questionnaire relate to biographical data. The remaining 
23 questions ask what the persons concerned understand as a life crisis, what theirs 
consisted of, which metaphor they associated it with, which factors have they expe-
rienced as conducive or hindering to overcoming it, what consequences this crisis 
has had for them, which aspects were relevant for them in coping with it (e.g. faith, 
love, humour, educational offers, digital resources) and any further comments they 
wished to add. A qualitative content analysis for inductive categorisation was cho-
sen as the approach (Kuiper 2012). Mayring (2016, 37) explains the core idea of 
qualitative thinking:

Here, qualitative thinking contrasts with the concept of rules …; it assumes that people do 
not function quasi automatically according to laws, but that at most[,] regularities in their 
thinking, feeling and acting can be determined. Such regularities are not purely automatic 
processes, but are also caused by man himself: Deviations are thereby permitted (“no rule 
without exception”). Rules are always also “bound” to situational, socio-historical contexts.

With 27 questionnaire responses received to date, only a relatively narrow data-
base is currently available, so generalisability or representativeness cannot be 
assured. However, according to Mayring (2010, 23, 2001), this survey could serve 
as a pilot study for further research. Mayring (2010) notes that qualitative projects 
usually adapt the instruments (e.g. redesign interview guidelines) to suit the specific 
subject and the related question. This is normally done in a pilot study. Wherever 
new instruments have been developed, they should at least be tested on a small 
sample. This was realised for the present study in February 2019.

2.5.1  Case Study 1: Divorce and Job Loss as Catalyst 
for a Life Crisis

Tom is 55, a white US-American IT specialist who holds an MBA degree. He is homosex-
ual and has spent 24 years in a relationship with a man from Sweden; for some years they 
were also married. After 23 years of living in Sweden, Tom’s homesickness became over-
whelming, and, in consultation with his spouse, he accepted a job offer in his home country 
from the international company he worked for. A short time later, his spouse revealed to him 
that he had a relationship with someone else and wanted the separation. Tom’s proactive 
attempts to save the marriage failed because his partner lacked the interest to encourage 
continuation. This triggered a severe life crisis for Tom, which was exacerbated by the fact 
that his job was lost in a worldwide wave of job cuts and he became unemployed. He him-
self described his state with the following metaphor: “I fall and fall and fall and fall and fall 
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ever deeper”. Significant strategies for him in this crisis were conversations and fellowship 
with friends and family but above all his faith. It was also important to him to keep his 
house in order, to rebuild and beautify it and to pay attention to his figure and appearance, 
not to let himself go. He began a long-distance learning course for further professional 
qualifications and dealt intensively with questions of personality development. Online dat-
ing platforms are an important strategy for him. Even though he has not yet found a new 
permanent partner, as a very attractive man, he receives much positive feedback. He chooses 
a very pragmatic approach, which he considers typically American, to the management of 
this crisis, “to move forward”, “to take one step after the other”, “not to make too big plans 
but to formulate goals, to check them, to adjust and to redefine them if necessary”. Above 
all, in this context, he wants to “look with gratitude at what one has, not to look at what is 
no longer available”. It is also important to him to keep as many options open as possible. 
Meanwhile, he is once again successful in his professional life, more successful than ever. 
He perceives the “failure” of the marriage as failure to the extent that he wonders whether 
he should have noticed possible signs of failure earlier. He wonders if he could have done 
more, also because he still remembers his partner as an ideal partner and misses him. But 
he does not regard his life as failed simply because the relationship has failed; the assess-
ment refers to marriage as a failed singular event. In retrospect, Tom evaluates this life cri-
sis—while perceiving the ambivalence—not as a failure experience but as a positive 
opportunity for personal growth and development: “I believe life crises are important for 
the development of the self and others. They weigh heavily if dependent others such as 
children are involved and one carries the responsibility for them as well through the crisis. 
For me, feelings associated with this life crisis are fear, frustration, sadness, depression, but 
also developing happiness and relief when I found a way out of the life crisis.”

Tom regards his marriage as an experience of failure, but does not interpret his 
whole life as failed. Rather, in response to an unfortunate “upheaval or turning 
point” (Filipp and Aymanns 2018, 43) in his life, the following coping strategies 
have essentially been developed and realised. These are faith, pragmatic handling of 
pending problems, a close relationship with old friends and family, ensuring control 
and experience of self-efficacy (Bandura 2019) in relation to his own living environ-
ment and body, constructive use of digital resources (online dating platforms, digi-
tally based postgraduate studies) and professional training activities/
education (Krause 2018).

Research has also dealt intensively with these phenomena: Divorces are experi-
enced by many affected people as very traumatic. Often, however, the people con-
cerned succeed in developing coping strategies and, in retrospect, no longer see this 
event as a failure but as an opportunity for growth and further development. Whether 
this succeeds depends on a variety of factors and their interdependencies. In a study, 
Graff-Reed (2004) evaluated 140 participants’ questionnaires that collected demo-
graphic variables as well as assessed stress, perceived social support, coping styles, 
divorce adjustment and post-traumatic psychological growth. Gender, educational 
attainment, emotional stability, consistency with the custody decision and perceived 
social support proved to be relevant factors in this study. The way stress was assessed 
and the coping style available to the person also had an impact on the judgement, as 
did the number of years since divorce and divorce-related counselling services were 
provided, which mitigated the impact of the estimated stress on divorce adjustment. 
A new relationship also mitigated the effect of assessed stress on post-traumatic 
growth. Women reported a higher level of perceived social support than men and 
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also a higher level of post-traumatic growth after divorce. These findings were con-
firmed by a meta-analysis in 2007. Here, Kramrei et al. (2007) studied the role of 
social relationships in the adaptation of adults after divorce. Twenty-one studies 
were analysed and compared in relation to “specific relationships” (personal contact 
with a particular person, such as a friend) and “network relationships” (as part of a 
group, such as a support group or church fellowship). The study examined to what 
extent positive adaptations to mismatches and other components of postdivorce 
adaptation (well-being, effects, psychopathology and physiological symptoms) can 
be identified. The results showed that social relationships during the postdivorce 
period are associated with a higher degree of positive adjustment and a lower degree 
of mismatch. Network relationships are particularly important for promoting posi-
tive adaptation, while specific relationships are particularly important for buffering 
against misadaptation.

In the meantime, a number of empirical studies (see Mayer 2011, 2012; Plante 
2012) have shown that there is a connection between well-being and faith or spiri-
tuality. Empirical research has shown that faith has many physical and psychologi-
cal benefits. This may be related to a more pronounced sense of coherence (Mayer 
2011, 2012; Mayer et al. 2019). This topic is dealt with in more detail in the follow-
ing case.

2.5.2  Case Study 2: Health Restrictions as a Trigger 
for a Life Crisis

Clara is 52 years old, a Dutch citizen who lives in Germany, married to a German. She 
worked as a salesgirl but had to quit when her husband changed jobs. Fifteen years ago, they 
moved from the big city of Berlin to a small town in a region with a very weak infrastruc-
ture. She first worked in a supermarket. But she soon had to give up this job owing to her 
health: working at the cashier with coins caused allergies; she could not stand for long 
because of her extreme obesity, and could not bend down to fill shelves. Her lung functions 
are severely restricted by chronic asthma but also by the fact that she has been smoking 
since she was 11 years old. Meanwhile she needs oxygen on a permanent basis. At the age 
of 45, she declared herself no longer able to work. This led to massive financial losses, as 
she was too young to receive a state pension, and she decided not to go through any proce-
dures to receive state compensation, such as a disability pension. Retraining is out of the 
question for her; she thinks she is too old to learn anything new and says, “my life is over 
anyway”. She has barely left the house since then, has put on weight and needs a walker. In 
addition, she experiences incontinence and other medical difficulties and has become a 
“professional patient”. All her thoughts revolve around this topic, but she does not believe 
her state of health can be improved. In retrospect, she considers her life to have largely 
failed. “When you’re so seriously ill, that’s a very serious limitation. Often there were times 
when I didn’t want to live at all. But sometimes it’s better again. But there were also times 
when I tried to kill myself, especially when I was young. There was an abortion, it was very 
difficult for me. For a very long time.”

She has dyslexia, which she considers an essential element of this failure. In her youth, 
she also chose to follow the wrong role models; in so doing, she believes that she blocked 
many possibilities for herself. Two critical life events are still significant. In the course of 
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her first partnership, she was exposed to massive violence but knew how to hide it. Even in 
the close family circle, nothing was known about it as long as the relationship lasted. 
Second, in the subsequent relationship, she had an abortion at the age of 18. For her as a 
believing Catholic, this created a great moral dilemma. Several suicide attempts followed. 
Her strategy for coping with this life crises is now to withdraw almost exclusively into her 
private life and concentrate on her relationship with her husband. With the exception of very 
sporadic short visits every year or two, there is only telephone contact with her family and 
a single friend whom she visits once every few months. Even though she has often had to 
struggle with her past and her circumstances, she has now come to terms with them and 
accepts the status quo. This leads to the fact that, because she feels safe and loved in her 
relationship with her husband, she nevertheless comes to a positive assessment of her life. 
According to that, Clara formulates the final evaluation of these life crises more openly: “I 
don’t know; I’m just glad I’m still alive and have my husband.”

Clara has already been confronted with several serious life crises and evaluates 
her life in a certain way as having failed; however, she does not finally fall into 
complete resignation and hopelessness, in spite of some suicide attempts in earlier 
years. Her “reinforcement strategies” are essentially to focus on the couple relation-
ship, withdraw into private life and overcome unattainable goals and false hopes by 
discarding them.

Serious crises caused by massive illnesses have been well investigated, espe-
cially at the individual level (Primono et al.1990; Rowland 1990; Badr and Acitelli 
2005; Filipp and Aymanns 2018, 250). Researchers have been able to demonstrate, 
for example, the positive effects of a supportive partner for an individual coping 
with illness, through practical support and mutual affection. However, there are 
significantly fewer studies dealing with the effects of chronic illness on the couple 
relationship (see Karrasch and Reichert 2011; Berg and Upchurch 2007).

Kossow (2019, 2), among others, makes it very clear that (severely) ill people 
can have a significantly different response to a critical life experience compared to 
other people; he refers to factors such as context, gender and educational differ-
ences. Whether this applies to the case study cannot be determined conclusively and 
unambiguously, but Clara’s statements show that she has a poor estimate of her own 
self-efficacy. According to Morgenthaler and Schaller (2010, 8), personal expecta-
tion of self-efficacy is a very relevant characteristic that has a major influence on the 
demands placed on one’s own performance, in terms of being confident of achieving 
a goal through one’s own actions. This is very important in connection with the 
individual response to failure; research results (e.g. Schwarzer and Schulz 2003; 
Schwarzer 1993) show that self-motivated persons set themselves ambitious goals, 
make more intensive efforts to achieve goals and show more stamina in pursu-
ing goals.

Morgenthaler and Schaller (2010, 8) point to another consideration which seems 
relevant in this case study, namely, that an important aspect of the process of failure 
can be the maturing of an insight that a desired goal can no longer be achieved. 
Especially in the case of sick persons, after months or even years, this can lead them 
to recognise the limits of their own problem-solving attempts and allow them to 
enlist professional help. This is clearly so with Clara, since she has the perception 
that she has little to no influence on her overall health conditions, which she accepts 
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as a given. She compensates for the resulting limitation of her range of movement 
and social life by concentrating on an extraordinarily positive evaluation of her 
partnership. At the same time, she does not quarrel with her fate and adapts her 
goals and visions of the future to the supposedly or actually unchangeable 
circumstances.

2.5.3  Case Study 3: Migration and Perceived Educational 
Deficits as Factors Triggering a Life Crisis

Lin is 45 years old, was born in Vietnam and lives as a German citizen in Germany today. 
At the age of 18, she left her homeland alone after graduating from high school and first 
went to Czechoslovakia, where she worked in various factories. There she met her husband, 
who also comes from Vietnam. Together they managed to migrate to West Germany. In the 
meantime they have two adult children who are studying and performing well. Lin earned 
her living in West Germany as a cleaning woman, a job she deeply rejected: “I find my work 
as a cleaner humiliating and shameful. I have completely different talents, but here in 
Germany I can’t realise them in a profession without training. But you have to hold out and 
stay strong for the children.” Since her school degree was not recognised in Germany and 
she had no further formal vocational training, this situation repeatedly triggers crises for her 
because it stands in stark contradiction to her self-image and her life goals, in which educa-
tion plays a very important role. Without an academic degree in accordance with her self- 
image—which would have been possible if the political circumstances in her home country 
had been different and she had not been forced to migrate—she considers this a failure.

She uses an important strategy in dealing with these crises. She has been involved in the 
Vietnamese community for many years and has set up a cultural centre for children and 
young people of Vietnamese origin, where Vietnamese language, writing and culture are 
taught. “I—and my husband—have tried very hard to build something here. I have visited 
many German courses, I have attended sewing classes. I have set up courses here for the 
Vietnamese community. I teach children and young people in Vietnamese language and 
writing, but also in dance, music and culture. I even develop the teaching materials and the 
curriculum myself and we have made the most of this crisis. My children are now studying 
or getting a good education. We even bought a house.” Her activities in the Vietnamese 
community are supported ideologically, politically and financially by German local politi-
cians, and she has a very good reputation far beyond the Vietnamese community. She loves 
to sing, has a beautiful voice and also performs in public, e.g. at Vietnamese New Year 
celebrations, and regularly posts vocal contributions from herself on her own Facebook, and 
she also posts to a Vietnamese Facebook page.

She says that Buddhism, to which she and her family originally belonged, left too many 
questions open. Therefore, they converted to the Catholic faith as a family 15 years ago and 
are very active in the Vietnamese Catholic community in Germany. She has been able to 
give up her unloved cleaning job almost completely because she has learned, in many 
courses, how to sew, and in the meantime she owns a small tailoring business. Asked about 
her assessment of the life crisis, she replies: “I am a thoughtful person. I am very interested 
in understanding things and making connections. It is important to me to also incorporate 
perspectives that are shaped by my Vietnamese culture. Thinking about this crisis is very 
important. Those are the roots, yesterday shapes our now and our tomorrow. We must 
pause, again and again, and think about it and draw conclusions.”
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Even though Lin could not fulfil her major life dream of completing vocational 
training or studies and being able to work in a qualified profession, and even though 
she regards this as a failure experience, she has developed several coping strategies 
which, retrospectively and as a whole, make what she has experienced and suffered 
seem meaningful and worthwhile. Her sacrifices and efforts give meaning to the 
failure and to the resulting living conditions. She emphasises that positive conse-
quences grow from this situation. A better future for her children is her highest life 
goal, to which she subordinates personal needs for self-realisation. As a partial con-
sequence of her voluntary engagement in the Vietnamese community, not only in 
her place of residence but also far beyond, she experiences herself as a talented 
woman with creative power, influence and respected status. Her main strategies are 
construction of meaning from this presumed failure, construction of positive conse-
quences (better future for her children), faith, experience of self-efficacy and respect 
in a culturally significant community, creativity in the form of artistic activity (pub-
lic singing performances in her mother tongue) and trust in education.

Under the particular circumstances for survivors of National Socialist concentra-
tion camps and the massive crisis experiences associated with them, Viktor Frankl 
has described the special significance of the search for or construction of meaning 
in connection with crises, when he states:

There is no situation in life that is really meaningless. This is due to the fact that the seem-
ingly negative sides of human existence, especially the tragic triad of suffering, guilt and 
death, can be combined, even in something positive, into one achievement if they are met 
only with the right attitude. (Frankl cited in Lukas 2009, 23, translated by Vanderheiden)

and

The will to create meaning is man’s primary motivational force. (Frankl cited in Biller and 
de Lourdes Stiegeler 2008, 192, translated by Vanderheiden)

The psychologist and meaning researcher Schnell (2016) has been able to dem-
onstrate in various studies the major significance of the determining meaning in life 
and describes it as an important aspect of self-transcendence, self-realisation, sense 
of life structure as well as being part of the feeling of togetherness and well-being. 
All four categories (Schnell 2016, 18) can be easily identified in Lin’s case. In self- 
transcendence, according to Schnell (2016), spirituality, explicit religiousness (see 
also Ellison et al. 2011; Good et al. 2014), self-awareness, social commitment and 
generativity are closely connected. This can be observed in Lin’s situation, in the 
way she intensively deals with questions of her own religiousness, but she also con-
nects them with questions of her cultural identity as a person with Vietnamese back-
ground and roots who now lives in Germany and has found her home there. At the 
same time, she combines this with commitment and dedication to the Vietnamese 
language and culture, which she passes on to Vietnamese children and young people 
through language and writing classes. She also teaches Vietnamese dance and music 
and organises the annual Vietnamese New Year festival with hundreds of visitors, 
attended by German politicians. In connection with the life sense category of self- 
realisation, Schnell (2016) refers to challenges, individualism, achievement, knowl-
edge or creativity as relevant dimensions. Lin can live and experience those 
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dimensions in these contexts. The (3) sense of a life structure is connected with 
tradition, practicality or morality. Here, too, Lin’s honorary and artistic commitment 
offers the opportunity to practise this third dimension, for instance, by regularly 
collecting donations for charity projects in Vietnam at events organised by the 
Vietnamese community. The (4) sense of togetherness and well-being, involving 
community, fun, love, caring and awareness, is also reflected in Lin’s life. Lin’s 
commitment to and support for the Vietnamese community is very important; she is 
a key person in this community. She is requested nationally for event facilitation and 
singing performances, is appreciated and enjoyed and is a highly accepted part of 
the community and a relevant institution there.

From all of these experiences in her “other life”, she is able to reframe her 
assumed failure, her failure to study, her work as a cleaning woman and, from her 
perspective, her inappropriate social status in German society—and give it a mean-
ing. Other aspects that are more frequently encountered in connection with the con-
struction of meaning are benefit-finding or positive reappraisal and reframing 
(Filipp and Aymanns 2018, 201) in the sense that the individuals can subsequently 
gain something positive from the crises through their own interpretation or can ret-
rospectively see it with completely different eyes.

For Lin, music has a special meaning, particularly as a crisis management strat-
egy and compensation tool. This is examined in more detail below. Lin not only 
sings in a private context but is also invited to make public appearances. Through 
her Facebook account, she can share these experiences with her community, her 
family in Vietnam and her German friends.

For migrant women, the special significance of listening to and making music 
from their country of origin has been investigated in a recent study among Korean 
women in Germany. Lee (2017) examined whether identification with the tradi-
tional music of their country of origin stabilises for these women in the host country 
and whether taking part in home country-orientated music groups can have positive 
effects on the lives of migrant women in a foreign country. In general, this raises the 
question of what influence home music can exert on identity formation and integra-
tion. In her study, Lee (2017) paid particular attention to women in stress and crisis 
situations, as the women interviewed were not only migrants but also mothers of 
children with disabilities (n = 6). She found that singing songs in one’s native lan-
guage can brighten one’s mood, give strength, reduce stress and evoke beautiful 
memories of childhood (Lee 2017, 241). Such music is experienced by those 
affected, as a stabilisation of their identity and as a strengthening of their inner bal-
ance. Most respondents stated that their mental resilience was strengthened by lis-
tening to traditional music from their home country, according to their specific 
biographical experiences during their migration processes (Lee 2017, 243). This 
created comfort, security, encouragement and the feeling of connectedness and 
strengthened an inner force (Lee 2017, 251). The interviewees explicitly describe 
making music by themselves and listening to music as a resource that they use to 
cope with certain situations and crises in life (Lee 2017, 252).
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2.5.4  Case Study 4: Flight, Migration and Loss of Loved Ones 
as Causative Factors for a Life Crisis

Amir is 19 years old. At the age of 16, he set off with his parents from Afghanistan to 
Germany. In Turkey he lost his parents and then he went alone to Germany, all the way on 
foot. He learned German, finished secondary school and started a vocational training in 
media design and film-making. He describes the loss of his parents on the flight to Germany 
as a great life crisis. In Turkey, the flight almost failed and he almost gave up. But he was 
motivated by the fact that his father always said “never give up”. He says he feels obliged 
to succeed; it gives him strength and so everything makes sense. “My father has always 
encouraged me never to give up. I want him to be proud of me. I try to do the right thing and 
behave well.” He is also interested in digital resources because they enable him to stay in 
touch with friends and relatives, even in Afghanistan. For example, he owns a YouTube 
channel and actively uses Messenger services to stay in touch. As part of his training, he 
made a short film about his flight experiences and his new life in Germany which was also 
broadcast on local television and for which he was awarded a prize. Even though he expe-
rienced his life crisis as very stressful and challenging, he does not evaluate himself as a 
failure but as positive in the end. “It was very difficult and hard, but positive. I now have a 
new home and am building a new life. That’s what my parents wanted for me.”

Amir experienced leaving home and especially the loss of his parents as a severe 
life crisis. Because he lost his parents in this way, it is very important to him to 
exclude failure from every situation, because to fail would be to take away the 
meaning of the losses. This is why he can never and will never give up. Amir’s main 
strategies are construction of meaning from this presumed failure, construction of 
positive consequences (better life in Germany), constructive use of digital resources 
(Messenger services, YouTube channel, digital learning resources), professional 
training activities, creativity in the form of artistic activity (film production) and 
concentration on further education (Kobe 1999).

At present, massive refugee and migration movements are taking place world-
wide. In 2014 alone, 60 million people around the world were fleeing their countries 
(Brown et al. 2017). These major flight and migration movements in the face of 
man-made or natural disasters often lead to enormous crisis experiences, which also 
attract increasing attention in research, particularly with regard to the consequences 
for the children and young people affected. In addition to the study by Brown et al., 
Lindert and her colleagues (Lindert et al. 2009) have also conducted a meta-study, 
stating that anxiety, depression and post-traumatic stress disorder are the most 
important psychopathological symptoms in refugees.

The psychologist Jan Ilhan Kizilhan (2013) stresses the special importance of the 
narrative approach of biographical and identity work, especially when working with 
this target group. He understands narration as a culture-sensitive coping strategy in 
the sense of salutogenesis (Antonovsky 1987), which must be understood as cultur-
ally bound and contributing to an integrated identity  (see also  McAndrew et  al. 
1998; Patton 2019; Schock et al. 2016; Tweed et al. 2004; Young et al. 2018). Ilhan 
Kizilhan (2013, 126) makes the following observations:

The basis of this approach is the power of narration and healing given by culture and social-
isation, especially in collective cultures, which today have a stronger reliance on it in their 
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everyday lives than, for example, Western cultures. Due to the differences in socialisation, 
culture and handling of memories, the aspect of memory performance and stress processing 
must also be taken into account in the narration of people from other cultures. In oriental- 
patriarchal societies, for example, memories are not individually linked to a specific event, 
but are always reminiscent of connections with the collective, i.e. with ancestors, family, 
tribal structures, etc. Thus, understanding, manageability and the meaningfulness of indi-
vidual events are seen in connection with collective events and a sense of coherence is 
developed from both dimensions (individual and collective).

This can be found in Amir’s case, for whom it was important to share his narra-
tive and choose a film as medium, thus combining his need to give meaning to what 
he experienced and share this with others using the new professional and creative 
skills he is currently acquiring through his vocational training as a media designer 
and film-maker.

Although Amir plans his future in Germany, he finds it important not to lose the 
connections to his country of origin. He thus constructs a kind of “patchwork iden-
tity” (Mayer 2007, 5). Mayer points out that this can be a central resource, espe-
cially for people with a flight or migration history:

People with an awareness of their multiple identities and their multiple aspects of identity 
can open a new and diverse access to social strata and people of different cultural back-
grounds. (Mayer 2007, 6)

Such extensions of cultural identities can be used not only to construct affilia-
tions to intercultural identities and to create feelings of belonging (Mayer 2007, 7) 
but also to establish coherence (Mayer 2007, 8) and to actively increase the number 
of resources available (Mayer 2007, 12).

2.6  Discussion

How people can cope with these life crises depends on many factors. Kossow (2019, 
3) points out that the cultural, historical, social and individual contexts in which the 
life crisis occurs play a role but that gender-specific differences can also be demon-
strated, as well as connections to the educational level and state of health of the 
person concerned. The table below provides an overview of the cases presented in 
this chapter, indicating the diversity of views, judgements of life crises and failure 
experiences and the diversity of coping strategies (Table 2.3).

What all cases have in common is that, in retrospect, the affected person ulti-
mately assesses the failure experience in connection with the life crisis presented as 
more positive overall, albeit in different ways. This is shown in the table below 
(Table 2.4).

In positive and developmental psychology research, numerous studies confirm 
that many, though not all, people can succeed in seeing failure experiences as oppor-
tunities for reorientation, personal growth and further development. The various 
factors which have an influence here have been discussed intensively in this chapter.
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Table 2.3 Overview of cases, actual or assumed failure experiences and coping strategies (Source: 
Vanderheiden 2019)

Case Life crises/assumed failures Strategies

Tom Divorce Faith
Pragmatic handling of pending problems
Close relationship with old friends and family
Ensuring control and experience of self-efficacy 
in relation to own living environment and body
Constructive use of digital resources (online 
dating platforms, digitally based postgraduate 
studies)
Professional training activities/education

Clara Abortion Focus on the couple relationship
Suicide attempts Withdrawal into private life
Dissatisfaction with own biography Discarding unattainable goals and false hopes
Multiple diseases

Lin No formal educational qualifications 
or corresponding professional position

Construction of meaning in this presumed failure
Construction of positive consequences (better 
future for her children)
Faith
Experience of self-efficacy and respect in a 
culturally significant community
Creativity in the form of artistic activity (singing 
for self and others in her mother tongue)
Education

Amir Flight from Afghanistan to Germany 
and loss of parents in this way

Construction of meaning in this presumed failure
Construction of positive consequences (better 
life in Germany)
Constructive use of digital resources (Messenger 
services, YouTube channel, digital learning 
resources)
Professional training activities
Creativity in the form of artistic activity (film 
production)
Education

2.7  Conclusion

Whether people perceive a life crisis as a failure or as the result of wrong decisions 
depends crucially on their individual assessment of the events. Of course, resources 
also play a role, but the question of whether people can perceive resources, make 
use of them or expand their corresponding repertoire seems to be decisively influ-
enced by their attitude to the events. The selected cases described here have con-
firmed results of other studies, particularly in the field of positive psychology. For 
example, the perception and evaluation of a life crisis depends decisively on whether 

2 “Ever Tried. Ever Failed. No Matter. Try Again. Fail Again. Fail Better”. Life Crisis…
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Table 2.4 Retrospective evaluation of the failure experience in relation to the individual cases 
(Source: Vanderheiden 2019)

As necessary in the sense of a better future for the descendants Lin
As a chance for a new life in security and freedom Lin, Amir
As an occasion for gratitude for the past Tom, Lin, Amir, 

Clara
As an opportunity to focus on the couple relationship and gratitude for the 
remaining resources

Clara

As a chance for a new career start Tom, Amir
As an opportunity to live one’s own cultural values and share them with 
others

Lin, Amir

As a chance to lead a meaningful life Tom, Lin, Amir
As a new chance to look at the positive in one’s past and present life Tom, Lin, Amir
As having brought about an important strengthening in faith Tom, Lin

it is regarded as manageable or understandable and whether those affected are capa-
ble of giving meaning to what has been happening.

The cases presented in this chapter also demonstrate that cultural backgrounds 
can play a specific role in the emergence of life crises, for example, in Amir’s case, 
whose crisis was triggered by the living conditions, flight and loss of parents. 
Culture (Chang and Baard 2012; Dinges and Joos 1988) can also influence the cop-
ing strategies used, as indicated by Tom’s case and his reference to “American 
pragmatism”.

2.8  Need for Future Research

From the abovementioned descriptions, it can be seen that many good studies on 
critical life events and their coping strategies are already available. However, far 
fewer are to be found specifically dealing with life crises. There is still much 
research to be done in this field, especially with regard to whether and to what extent 
life crises are understood and treated by those affected as failure experiences, or in 
connection with wrong decisions or misconduct.

Particular attention should be paid to cultural contexts, considering that they are 
only taken into account in a few studies, although they can have far-reaching conse-
quences for the coexistence of people, for their interactions and also for therapy and 
counselling. In view of the worldwide migration movements—for example, in con-
nection with globalisation, human or natural disasters—such crises are potentially 
increasing and must therefore be reflected in corresponding culturally sensitive 
research projects.

An exciting future research task could be to address the question of faith in cop-
ing with life crises from a multireligious perspective. The role played by emotions 
such as pride, guilt, shame, humility and love in triggering and overcoming life 
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crises has not yet been sufficiently explored, especially from various cultural 
perspectives.

Only a few studies have paid attention to the role education offers in handling 
and overcoming life crises, especially not under diversity aspects. Particular atten-
tion could also be given to the role of digital services in managing such crises from 
the point of view of stakeholders. Since this is a relatively new phenomenon that is 
developing rapidly, there are hardly any research results on the topic.
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Chapter 3
Communication About Communication 
in Love Letters: Addressing and Avoiding 
Failures, Mistakes, and Errors in Written 
Communication

Paul C. Rosenblatt

Abstract How do people build a relationship when communicating via love let-
ters? Communicative failures, mistakes, and errors can occur in any relationship. 
Written communication is more at risk of failures, mistakes, and errors than face-to- 
face communication because it lacks the nonverbal information of face-to-face 
interaction and the opportunity available in face-to-face interaction for immediate 
clarifying exchanges about potential or actual failures, mistakes, and errors. What 
goes on in love letter exchanges to shelter the couple relationship from the chal-
lenges inherent in communicating, particularly in written communicating?

Thematic analysis was carried out with ten sets of published love letters from 
diverse eras (the 1820s to the 1940s).

Some lovers wrote about the potential of written communication for failures, 
mistakes, and errors. Some asked for clarity about what was said in a previous letter, 
particularly early in their relationship when they were still getting to know one 
another as people and correspondents. Most correspondents raised concerns about 
the meaning of gaps in communication, and most provided explanations when they 
were responsible for gaps. Most letter writers assumed brevity could be a problem 
for the other and offered explanations for brevity. In sum, the key strategy for 
addressing and avoiding potential or actual failures, mistakes, and errors inherent in 
exchanging love letters was communication about communication.
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3.1  Introduction

How do two people building a relationship via love letters avoid or address com-
municative failures, mistakes, and errors? The stakes are high in love letter 
exchanges, because with a positive and escalating relationship there is likely to be 
considerable vulnerability and hope for the future for both parties. With stakes so 
high, the need to avoid or address communication failures, mistakes, and errors is 
particularly great. What goes on in love letter exchanges to shelter the couple rela-
tionship from the failures, mistakes, and errors inherent in written 
communication?

When a couple communicates by letter, the only tool they have to avoid or 
address failures, mistakes, or errors in their communication is their letter writing. 
That means an important part of sustaining a relationship built on written commu-
nication may well be communication about communication. In the process of com-
municating about communication, the two correspondents can avoid, overcome, or 
correct potential or actual failures, mistakes, and errors. But do couples address 
relationship issues in love letter exchanges through communication about commu-
nication? Is communication about communication present and substantial in love 
letter exchanges? The research reported here investigated communication about 
communication in love letters.

According to communication theorists and researchers, any interpersonal com-
munication is at risk of failure, mistakes, and errors (e.g., Bavelas et al. 1990; Grant 
2007; Robinson 2006; Sillars et al. 2004; Weeks and Gambescia 2016). So of course 
there are risks in love letter exchanges of failures, mistakes, or errors. Those risks 
have not been systematically examined in research on love letters. In this report 
about love letters using qualitative research, I consider a communicative failure to 
have occurred or to be at risk of occurring if either correspondent considers that a 
falling short, deficiency, or lack of success has occurred or may have occurred in the 
correspondence. I consider a communicative mistake to have occurred or to be at 
risk of occurring if either correspondent believes a misunderstanding or miscom-
munication has occurred or may have occurred. Similarly, I consider a communica-
tive error to have occurred or to be at risk of occurring if either correspondent 
believes that there has been or may have been a communicative inaccuracy, depar-
ture from what is right or proper, or falsehood in the correspondence. Although 
many collections of love letters have been published or are available to researchers 
in public archives, there has not been research on a sample of love letter collections 
exploring how love letter writers address or avoid potential or actual communicative 
failures, mistakes, and errors.

The literature on electronic communication indicates that written communica-
tion is more challenging than face-to-face communication in part because written 
communication lacks the nonverbal supplementary information (such as facial 
expressions and voice intonation) of face-to-face communication to address or 
avoid failures, errors, and mistakes (e.g., Hertlein and Ancheta 2014; Juhasz and 
Bradford 2016; Murray and Campbell 2015; Paldam 2018). In addition, written 
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communication with the inevitable time passage that comes with communicating by 
snail mail (unlike face-to-face communication and electronic communication 
between two parties who are both online and providing immediate responses to one 
another) lacks the capacity for immediate clarifying exchanges to address actual or 
apparent communicative failures, mistakes, or errors (e.g., Hertlein and Ancheta 
2014; Juhasz and Bradford 2016).

Communication about communication has been understood since the early days 
of theorizing about problems in couple and family relationships to be a key to avoid-
ing and addressing problems, including those arising from communicative failures, 
mistakes, and errors (Rosenblatt 1994, pp. 162–169; Watzlawick et al. 1967, ch. 2; 
Wilmot 1980). Communication about communication may be called “metacommu-
nication.” Whether through nonverbal behavior or through words said or written 
along with a communication, we may metacommunicate (communicate about our 
communication). When engaging in written communication, and thus lacking the 
capacity to metacommunicate nonverbally, people must use their written words to 
“metacommunicate.” Thus, it seemed reasonable to explore communication about 
communication as an approach love letter writers might take to address or avoid 
potential or actual communicative failures, mistakes, or errors.

3.2  Research Methods

3.2.1  Sample

The sample of love letter collections was drawn from the University of Minnesota 
Library, which according to Wikipedia (“List of the largest libraries in the United 
States,” accessed April 12, 2019) is one of the top 25 research libraries in North 
America. The university’s online catalog lists more than 1400 books of or about 
love letters. I sifted through the books in the order presented by the catalog (which 
began with books in which the first words of the title are “love letters”). The criteria 
for a love letter collection to be included in the sample were love letters exchanged 
by a heterosexual couple who initially were not married to each other and eventually 
married, a total of at least 30 premarital letters, letters written in or translated into 
English, and letters from both parties. I put no limitations on the cultural back-
ground of the letter writers. My sample consisted of the first ten books of love letters 
found that fit the criteria.

The research analysis focused on the letters up to the time a couple married. The 
ten love letter collections are listed in the references for this chapter, with each book 
marked with an asterisk (∗). For the love letters of Woodrow Wilson and Edith 
Bolling Galt, I used three sources, Link et al. (1980a, b), and Tribble (1981), because 
Tribble’s footnotes covered useful matters that the Link et al. footnotes did not, but 
the Link et al. books included more of the couple’s correspondence.
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The cases included a letter collection translated from German (Albert Einstein 
and Mileva Marić) and one translated from Russian (Anton Chekhov and Olga 
Knipper). Fourteen of the 20 letter writers were from the United States, 2 from 
Russia, and 1 each from Great Britain, Germany, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and 
Australia. The letters were written as early as the 1820s and as recently as the 1940s.

Some sets of letters were brief (not much more than 30 letters); others were 
extensive (over 1000 letters). I did not want to weigh the large letter collections 
more than the smaller ones in analyzing the data, so I created equal-sized samples 
of letters from each collection. Because I wanted to sample across the trajectory of 
the couple relationship, I chose the first ten, middle ten, and last ten letters before 
the couple married. I considered the middle ten letters to be those written half way 
between the date of the first letter in the collection and that of the last letter before 
marriage, with the first five of the middle ten being immediately before the midpoint 
date and the next five being immediately after the midpoint date. With the Sandburg- 
Steichen letters (Sandburg 1987), I respected the editor’s opinion that the first 
Sandburg-Steichen letters were not love letters and chose as the first love letter the 
one the editor said was the one that marked the beginning of the love relationship.

3.2.2  Research Analysis Methodology

I photocopied the first middle and final ten letters before marriage in each letter col-
lection and then read and reread every letter identifying each instance of what 
seemed to be communication about communication—for example, asking for clari-
fication of something the other had written or commenting on the limitations of 
communicating through writing. The next step was to carry out a thematic analysis 
(Braun and Clarke 2006) of the letter passages that seemed to involve communica-
tion about communication. The analysis was open to whatever the letter writers had 
to say that could be taken as communication about communication, but it was also 
informed by theoretical works on communication about communication in couples 
and families (e.g., Rosenblatt 1994, pp. 162–169; Watzlawick et  al. 1967, ch. 2; 
Wilmot 1980) concerning the circumstances that would be likely to create a need for 
communication about communication (e.g., failures to communicate, misunder-
standings, and communications that hurt the other’s feelings). Categories were gen-
erated that were descriptive and linked closely to the words the letter writers used. 
The Findings section of this chapter offers illustrations of the themes, and that 
enables readers to check on the fit between the data and the themes that were gener-
ated in the analysis.

The presentation of the findings, driven as it was by what the letter writers had to 
say that seemed to be communication about communication, is descriptive, but it 
also is interpretative in that without any possibility of my communicating with the 
letter writers I have to rely on my interpretations of what they wrote. The interpreta-
tions are informed by the letter writers offering contexts for what they have written 
and interacting with one another about what they have written. But still, there are 

P. C. Rosenblatt



79

interpretative stretches in the analysis, perhaps particularly in the analysis of letter 
writers thanking one another for writing.

3.2.3  Study Limitations

Participants in love letter exchanges need a reasonable amount of literacy and a 
functioning postal system or other means of conveying written communications 
(Ahearn 2000). Love letter writing is facilitated by social or physical contexts that 
keep couples apart—for example, norms that make it difficult or inappropriate for 
couples to see each other face-to-face (Ahearn 2000), norms that make arranged 
marriage relatively unlikely (Ahearn 2000), and occupational, family, or transporta-
tion barriers that keep the partners apart.

Another limitation is that because one partner wrote more letters than the other 
or one partner’s letters were more likely to be saved, in some couples, one partner’s 
writings provide more of the data about the issues researched.

Love letters are saturated with cultural rules, understandings, and practices 
(Janning 2018; Lyons 1999, 2013). That means in studying love letters one must be 
sensitive to the cultural contexts, values, and meanings that shape and limit the let-
ters. Consider, for example, cultural standards about gender roles, the importance of 
marriage, and what one must say one feels about a potential partner in order to be 
attractive to that person. Furthermore, across eras and countries, writers of love let-
ters have had the potential to use etiquette books and books on writing letters to 
shape what they chose to write in a love letter (e.g., Lyons 1999; Lystra 1989, 
pp. 13–14). That means that one limitation of research on love letters is that it may 
not be so much about human psychology as about what the cultural rules were for 
the letter writers. That also means that it is possible to mistake the requirements of 
letter writing etiquette for communications about concrete realities. Love letters, 
particularly those from diverse eras and cultures, confront the researcher with many 
interpretative challenges (Bergs 2014). It is not simply that there may be words and 
phrases that have meanings that elude one, but also there are cultural codes about 
what to write, and these codes may reveal and hide what people feel and mean. 
Perhaps the ten letter sets used in this research, spanning more than a century and 
located in a diversity of countries, allow for assertions that are not hopelessly cul-
ture bound and limited by culture. But perhaps all ten sets of letters represent a 
single love letter writing culture or a group of very similar love letter writing cul-
tures, and that makes it possible that what I take to be communication about com-
munication to address or avoid potential or actual failures, mistakes, and errors is 
often only an expression of cultural etiquette. Perhaps, for example, in the culture of 
the letter writers, the proper lover always apologizes for something. That means it 
can be risky to take the apologies in the letters on face. What I take as communica-
tion about communication may actually be an expression of a cultural code for 
epistolary politeness.
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Another limitation of this research is that it is impossible to know how represen-
tative the ten letter collections are of all love letters, many of which are unpublished. 
One reason to be concerned about the representativeness of published letter collec-
tions, including those in the sample for this chapter, is that often at least one of the 
partners was famous or became famous. We can assume that the fame was a key 
reason why the letters were edited and published. For a researcher like me, having a 
letter collection in print makes the collection much easier to research. There are no 
problems, for example, with travel to archives or reading handwriting. But a limita-
tion of working with published letter collections that so often involve letters by 
someone who was famous is that we then have less confidence about what goes on 
in love letters of couples in which neither partner is famous. Might fame or budding 
fame alter love letter writing? Perhaps whatever might make for fame, for example, 
ambition, outstanding verbal skills, and strong willingness to take risks, makes for 
unusual communication about communication in love letters.

This study was done only with love letters in heterosexual relationships and only 
with letters of couples who eventually married. One cannot assume that communi-
cation issues and strategies are the same for other relationships.

3.3  Findings

Findings of the analysis of the selected love letters will be described in the follow-
ing by presenting these findings within nine constructed categories.

3.3.1  Writing Is Harder than Talking

Some letter writers complained that writing felt forced or unnatural and that speak-
ing would be easier and would lead to better understanding. With writing it was 
harder to say all that was in their heart. There is, for example, this from Edith Bolling 
Galt to Woodrow Wilson about the frustrations and limitations of written as opposed 
to face-to-face communication, May 4, 1915:

I wish you were here so I could talk to you—for then I know you would understand, and a 
written word is so cold, so capable of conveying more or less than we can express in speech. 
(Tribble 1981, pp. 8–9)

Mirroring that viewpoint Wilson wrote to Galt, August 5, 1915:

This hand is so hard to manage when there’s a pen it in and the pen lags so far behind the 
thoughts that run eagerly out to seek my Darling. It’s a poor, slow substitute at best for the 
conversations with my sweet One that have filled the past weeks with joy and comfort. 
(Link et al. 1980a, p. 101)

P. C. Rosenblatt



81

Similarly, Alice Freeman wrote to George Herbert Palmer, February 27, 1887, 
how communication by letter was harder, especially during a relationship crisis they 
were having, than communicating face to face:

Of all times in our joint history this is the one when we need to see each other, and talk 
frankly together. It is quite impossible to say on paper all I want to say. (Palmer and Palmer 
1940, p. 118)

Another example of communication about the difficulty of written communica-
tion is this from Zelda Sayre to F. Scott Fitzgerald, March 1919:

Maybe you won’t understand this, but sometimes when I miss you most, it’s hardest to 
write—and you always know when I make myself—Just the ache of it all—and I can’t tell 
you. If we were together, you’d feel how strong it is. (Bryer and Barks 2002, p. 15)

Thus, for some writers, spoken communication was at times, if not always, eas-
ier, richer, and more accurate than written communication. In a sense statements 
about the challenges of written communication were warnings of and apologies for 
the inadequacy of written communication and for the potential in written communi-
cation for failure, mistakes, or errors.

3.3.2  Correcting Misunderstanding

There seemed to be more potential or actual misunderstandings (communicative 
mistakes) early in the relationship, or at least more writing about such misunder-
standing, before the two correspondents had ideas as clear as they eventually did 
about how to communicate to and understand one another. To illustrate, here is 
something Sally McDowell wrote on September 12, 1854, early in her relationship 
with John Miller:

My dear Sir, We are both in fault as to the style of our letters. I have found yours somewhat 
ambiguous and obscure; and mine, I know now, must have been as indeed you clearly inti-
mate they were, in some parts, utterly unintelligible to you. The mistake has arisen from the 
fact that we, with limited personal acquaintance, have each presupposed such a knowledge 
upon the past of the other, of our character, principles, and opinions, as have led us to think 
the generalities and mere allusions we have used amply sufficient upon a subject which, in 
truth, demanded the most explicit and unequivocal language. To remedy this error, to some 
extent, I pray you bear with a very plain recital of my views upon the case at issue between 
us. (Buckley 2000, p. 8)

Similarly, there was insecurity in Wilson’s early letters to Galt about whether he 
was being understood. For example, on May 5, 1915, he wrote:

Forgive all errors in what I have said,— read it with your heart, as I know you can, and will, 
and know that whatever happens, you will have the companionship, the gratitude, the loy-
alty and the devoted, romantic love of Your devoted friend, Woodrow Wilson. What would 
I not give for words that would really make you see and feel what is in my heart! You could 
not shrink! How much of my life has gone into this note you will never know, unless, some 
day—. (Tribble 1981, p. 13)
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However, misunderstandings were not limited to early correspondence. Some 
arose later in correspondence, particularly when new and difficult situations arose. 
For example, there was this in a letter of Palmer to Freeman, February 25, 1887:

Forgive me darling, that I let a phrase slip into my letter which must have wounded you and 
seemed distrustful....I was thinking how little difference it could make to me what people 
might say—to me so rich a man possessing you—and I must have spoken this out in some 
way that implied that I had no such feeling. That would be cruel. I know you love me as 
genuinely as I you, though I can never see that you have the same cause for exultation. I did 
not mean to hint a deficiency. (Palmer and Palmer 1940, pp. 115–116)

3.3.3  Correspondence Gaps

In eight of the ten letter collections, at least one partner expressed concern at some 
time about a gap (potential or actual communicative failure) in the correspondence 
from the partner—for example, this from Carl Sandburg to Lillian Steichen, May 
6, 1908:

[Your] letters had been plopping in to me, two every 24 hours. Suddenly, I draw blanks, 
zeros, for all 48 hours. At 5 o’clock this afternoon I hadn’t heard from you since last 
Saturday night--Sunday, Monday & Tuesday, unaccounted for! (Sandburg 1987, p. 180)

Similarly there was this from Chekhov to Knipper, June 16, 1899:

What is happening? Where are you? You seem quite determined not to give us any news, so 
that we’ve been reduced to idle speculation—perhaps you’ve forgotten us, or have married 
someone in the Caucasus. If so, who is he? Will you give up the theatre? The writer has been 
forgotten, how awful, how cruel, how heartless! (Benedetti 1996, p. 6)

Then there was this from Eugene Petersen to Marian Smith, March 12, 1944:

Thought that you had forgotten about me when I didn’t hear from you for about a week. 
(Petersen 1998, p. 4)

Lyons (2013, pp. 57–58), commenting about the writing culture of ordinary peo-
ple, said that gaps and delays are common in letter exchanges and may upset a cor-
respondent whose expectations are violated by the failure to receive a letter. In fact, 
a gap in written communication can imply a breakdown of an implicit social con-
tract about communicating regularly (Lyons 1999, 2013, p. 57; Teo 2005). In all ten 
letter collections, at least one letter writer at some point anticipated that their partner 
in the exchange might be upset about a correspondence gap and so explained to their 
partner why they had not written for a while. They thus addressed the apparent con-
tradiction between their expressions of great love for the partner and their not hav-
ing written recently. There were three common explanations letter writers offered 
for a gap in communication.
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3.3.4  Too Busy

In nine of the ten collections, at least one partner wrote that there was a delay in 
sending at least one letter because she or he had been too busy with work, visitors, 
caring for a sick family member, classes, or other matters. For example, Edward 
Dickinson wrote to Emily Norcross, February 1, 1827:

I have intended to write two or three times before, but my business, which you know, must 
always be first attended to, has prevented. I have been unusually occupied for the last two 
or three weeks. (Pollak 1988, p. 88)

Similarly, Freeman wrote to Palmer, January 25, 1887:

I have been too busy to get a word on paper! (Palmer and Palmer 1940, p. 102)

3.3.5  Postal Problems

In four couples, at least one gap in communication was attributed to problems with 
the postal service, including the postal schedule changing, the partner forgetting to 
stamp a letter, and the mails being slow.

3.3.6  Too Tired

In three letter collections, a lover explained a gap in communicating by saying she 
or he had been too tired to write. For example, Agnes Miller wrote to Olaf Stapledon, 
April 23, 1916:

I meant to begin writing to you when we first came up 3 days ago, but we have been out 
picknicking each day & in the evening when we get in we always have to turn to & light our 
fire & get a meal & wash up & then Daddy reads aloud or we are too tried & are ready for 
bed. (Crossley 1987, p. 141)

3.3.7  Other Explanations of Correspondence Gaps

There were ten other explanations for a gap in communication offered in some love 
letter collection. All of them assure the partner that the gap did not indicate a decline in 
love for the partner. The ten explanations include feeling that it was a mistake to write 
because doing so would expose the couple relationship to others in a situation where 
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exposure would be embarrassing or create family or community difficulty, being in a 
situation where one could not write or mail a letter, being in a bad mood, concern about 
boring the other, and having nothing to say. The ten other  explanations also included 
delaying writing until one had acquired a specific piece of information that was impor-
tant to give the other, not writing because the partner hurt the writer’s feelings, not 
being bored (the partner had told her not to write until she was bored), being distracted 
by the beauty of vacation surroundings, and having torn up a letter without sending it 
because the writer felt that it was a mistake to send that letter as drafted.

3.3.8  Thanks for Writing

Perhaps because letter exchange was so much the vehicle of the relationship and 
because gaps in communication could be worrisome, there were instances in all ten 
letter collections of thanks given to the partner for writing the letter most recently 
received. In some collections, thanks were offered in quite a few letters. Thanking 
the partner may reflect the anxiety inherent in gaps in communication (fear of com-
municative failure), and it is a way of acknowledging that since the relationship is a 
corresponding one, the letters are crucial to the relationship. Thanking the partner 
also may be a way to encourage the partner to continue writing, and, if thanks were 
offered about specific things written, thanks could be understood as encouraging the 
continuation of writing like that.

Some expressions of thanks were very simple, something like, “Thank you for 
your letter.” However, thanks often involved expressions of love and intensely 
worded gratitude. This was particularly so when the partner had sent an especially 
loving expression of affection and commitment. For example, Wilson wrote to Galt, 
May 5, 1915:

That wonderful note…[was] the most moving and altogether beautiful note I ever read, 
whose possession makes me rich; and I must thank you for that before I try to sleep--thank 
you from the bottom of a heart that your words touch as if they knew every key of it. I am 
proud beyond words that you should have thought of me in such terms and put the thoughts 
into such exquisite, comprehending words. (Tribble 1981, p. 11)

Then there was this from Miller to McDowell, September 24, 1855:

How could you send me such a letter altogether unannounced? Why it’s the sweetest & 
dearest I ever received. Do you know it is about the first full disclosure of passionate affec-
tion for me that you have ever made. I feel as if I had inherited a kingdom. Darling Sally, I 
love you ever since I broke the seal with an entirely new devotion. I will live for you. A 
woman that endows me with so much passion shall be my warmly cherished & highest 
pleasure in life...I think you have been concealing from me & keeping back a sort of devo-
tion which God approves & which he intended should be planted in all married relations….
Oh, I love that letter so! I have read it over & over this morning. (Buckley 2000, p. 398)
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3.3.9  Why This Letter Is So Brief

No letter receiver complained about a letter being unusually brief, but 13 of the 20 
letter writers (in 9 of the 10 letter collections) assumed that sending an unusually 
brief letter would be a communicative error (departure from what is right or proper) 
or communicative failure. Perhaps the underlying logic was that there is an incon-
sistency between saying “I love you very much” and writing only a little bit. The 
explanations for letters that were unusually brief often paralleled explanations for a 
gap in correspondence, with being too busy the most frequent explanation. However, 
there were explanations that were not offered for communication delays but were 
offered for letters being unusually brief, including that the letter had to be brief 
because the mail was about to be picked up and that the writer was on a train or in a 
horse-drawn coach and the shaking of the vehicle made for many writing errors.

3.4  Discussion

Potential or actual communicative failures, mistakes, or errors were addressed in all 
ten love letter collections. Some love letter writers expressed concern that written 
communication was harder than communicating face to face. They wrote of the 
potential of communication via letters for communicative failures, mistakes, and 
errors, which fits what the communication literature reviewed for this chapter sug-
gested would be a risk. Some love letters corrected misunderstandings, particularly 
early in a couple’s correspondence, which addresses potential or actual communica-
tive mistakes and fits the relationship literature cited at the beginning of the chapter 
about the value of communication about communication. In another area of com-
munication about communication, in most of the ten love letter collections, there 
were instances of correspondence addressing the potential or actual communicative 
failures inherent in correspondence gaps. In all ten letter collections, there were 
instances of one letter writer thanking the other for writing, and among the ways 
that could be understood is that the thanking arises from anxiety about the possibil-
ity of failure to maintain correspondence. In all but one of the ten letter collections, 
there were instances of explaining why and apologizing for a letter being brief, 
which can be taken as addressing the possibility that the other would think it is a 
communicative error (a departure from what is right or proper) or a communicative 
failure (a falling short or deficiency) for a letter to be too brief.

3.5  Conclusion

In response to the questions raised at the beginning of this chapter that were driven 
by theoretical work on communication in general and communication in couples 
and families in particular, communication about communication was present and 

3 Communication About Communication in Love Letters: Addressing and Avoiding…



86

seemed important in the ten love letter collections. Communication about commu-
nication seemed to have an important role in overcoming, minimizing, or avoiding 
communicative failures, mistakes, and errors arising from letters being the vehicle 
of communication. The findings reported here link to the theory and research litera-
ture cited at the beginning of this chapter by indicating that in the ten love letter 
collections, there were challenges from communicating in writing that the literature 
on communication would lead one to expect, and these challenges were addressed, 
as might be expected from the literature on communication in couple and family 
systems, by communication about communication. That all ten of the couples even-
tually married is an indication that they successfully addressed or avoided commu-
nicative failures, mistakes, and errors. This chapter thus helps to fill a gap in the 
literature on love letters and links that literature with the literature on failures, mis-
takes, and errors, with the literature on communication, and with the literature on 
premarital relationships.

3.6  Directions for Future Research

The research reported here offers ideas for research on love communications that 
are conveyed via text message and e-mail. Although letter writing is still important 
in some modern relationships, for example, between deployed members of the US 
military and their spouses (Carter and Renshaw 2016), modern life offers an array 
of ways to communicate electronically (Hertlein 2012; Janning 2018). Some 
approaches approximate face-to-face communication with visual and audio infor-
mation in real time and thus are less likely to face the failures, mistakes, and errors 
love letter writers face. However, some romantic relationships make use of written 
electronic communications such as e-mail and text messaging, which risk the fail-
ures, mistakes, and errors the love letter writers encountered (Hertlein and Ancheta 
2014) as well as the attributional challenges of gaps in the correspondence, which, 
as this chapter suggests, are problems present in love letters. Arguably there can be 
as much need for communication about communication with some modes of elec-
tronic written communication as there is for messages written on paper. Perhaps 
there is even need for more. Modern messages are often relatively brief (Bergs 
2014), and that brevity may increase the likelihood of failures, mistakes, and errors 
in communicating because there is less redundancy in a communication and less 
context to clarify message meanings. That potential for failures, mistakes, and 
errors arguably makes it more necessary for frequent communication about 
 communication. Are such communications frequent and useful? That is a potential 
topic for research.

A social information processing theory perspective (Walther 2015; Walther et al. 
2015) suggests that if there is substantial redundancy in a couple’s love letter 
exchanges, the redundancy might promote greater clarity and strength of messages. 
Even if there is less informational redundancy in a typical written communication 
than there is in a face-to-face exchange (because there is no nonverbal or nonlexical 
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information and because people may often say less to each other when they write 
than when they speak), there might be considerable redundancy across communica-
tive exchanges, with rather the same things said in many letters. Related to that, 
there may be more requests from a partner for repetition in written communication 
than in spoken communication. The frequent expression of thanks discussed in this 
chapter may, for example, be understood as the encouragement of redundancy. So 
one direction for future research built on the research reported here is to investigate 
redundancy in love letters—how much is there, how much is there in love letters 
versus face-to-face romantic interactions, and do love letters with frequent thanks 
for previous letters have a higher level of redundancy?

The sense that failures, mistakes, and errors are challenges in love letter exchanges 
offers an alternative perspective on explanations given for delaying writing or writ-
ing too little. Many of the explanations letter writers offered can be interpreted to 
mean that writers chose not to write when they were more likely to make errors or 
to be less clear in communicating. Consider, for example, explanations such as not 
writing when tired (when one’s error rate would be greater), when too busy (hence, 
possibly more errors because of being rushed and distracted), or when riding in a 
jouncing vehicle (which would increase one’s error rate through slips of the pen).

If communication about communication facilitates the development of a couple 
relationship in which love letters play a major part, one might expect that future 
research would show that couples who were exchanging love letters and who broke 
up might have had a lower level of communication about communication, and that 
lack, leading to unresolved communicative failures, mistakes, and errors, may 
explain their breaking up.

3.7  Practical Implications

Lovers, whether communicating electronically or writing paper letters, might ben-
efit from instructions online or in print about the value of communication about 
communication (metacommunication) and about how to do it. The research reported 
here suggests that communication about communication can be a valuable way for 
addressing or avoiding communicative failures, mistakes, and errors.
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Chapter 4
Steely Dan’s Donald Fagen: A Case 
of Mistaken Self-Identity, Corrected 
by Self-Reformulation

James L. Kelley

Abstract Throughout Donald Fagen’s life, he used the concept of bohemianism to 
position himself vis-à-vis his family, peers, and the mainstream culture as a whole. 
A psychobiographical examination of the subject with an object relations emphasis 
found that Fagen used his role as a successful musician to confer on himself a sense 
of legitimacy and to distance himself from the strictures of conventional, “bour-
geois” existence. However, by the end of the first phase of his band Steely Dan’s 
recording career, Fagen found himself in a musical, romantic, and social dead end, 
his bohemianism’s promise of self-contained aesthetic completion being revealed as 
a mistaking of the ideal for the real. This chapter shows that Fagen recovered mean-
ing in life, and thus a multilayered positivity, through psychotherapy, which led to 
the singer’s reentry into the worlds of music, family, and friendship by tempering 
the perfectionism and isolationism concealed within his bohemian self-image. 
Ironically, Fagen’s reality principle gained in strength as he loosened his grip on his 
mistaken self-identification as a bohemian; Fagen’s self-reformulation late in life 
allowed him to turn a category error about the artist’s role in modernity into a posi-
tive adaptation to a society that requires an adult to play multiple, often contradic-
tory, roles.
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4.1  Introduction

Positive psychology is concerned with how human beings achieve vitality and gen-
erativity through internal and interpersonal development (Gable and Haidt 2005). 
However, one limitation of much positive psychology research has been its 
 overemphasis on traits and on affect polarity, with a concomitant de-emphasis on 
subjective evidence such as life narratives and therapeutic disclosures (Moneta 
2013). Psychobiography centers on the strategies and therapies creative individuals 
utilize to correct mistaken self- and other-directed judgments, errors that often lead 
to internal and interpersonal conflicts (Mayer 2017: 26–27); thus, the psychological 
study of life histories can serve as an idiographic corrective to the more common, 
nomothetic version of positive psychology (Jørgensen and Nafstad 2005). The pres-
ent study seeks to apply insights from positive psychology to the life of Donald 
Fagen (1948–), lead singer of the innovative musical group Steely Dan.

From his youth until middle age, Donald Fagen’s fundamental error was his uti-
lization of a version of bohemianism that was too self-directed to position himself 
vis-à-vis the culture at large as a means to personal and artistic authenticity. Fagen 
carried on a tradition―which many trace back to 1830s France (Gluck 2000; Seigel 
1986)―that viewed the artist as a special being whose unique capacity to embody 
the social bond depended, paradoxically, on her existential distance from the more 
materialistic and egoistic societal mainstream (Graña 1964; Kelley 2018, October). 
Beginning in late adulthood and continuing into old age, Fagen has undertaken a 
self-reformulation by broadening his concept of bohemianism, thus correcting his 
mistaken self-identity. Specifically, Fagen became more other-directed in his voca-
tional and familial projects, cogenerating and co-directing a rarified intersubjective 
space within which family, friends, and collaborators could abide without being 
infected with the perceived crassness and materialism of non-bohemian society.

During his childhood years, Fagen sought escape from the TV culture of Cold 
War suburbia (McNulty 2013, 18 October) by embracing the existential sensibility 
that pervades jazz and Beat literature (Dinerstein 2013). By the time he entered 
Bard College at the age of 18, Fagen was already an accomplished keyboardist, but 
the alienation he felt, especially toward the opposite sex, was assuaged only once he 
found his place among like-minded college students (Fagen 2013a: 72–85). In 1967, 
Fagen met Walter Becker, and together they formed the musical group Steely Dan 
(Sweet 2015: 12, 52–66). Fagen and Becker were totally dedicated to writing and 
recording music for the band from 1972 to 1980; Fagen in these years became a 
“workaholic” (Pollock 2012/2018: 257) who had little investment in any life outside 
of recording studios. It seems the self-ascribed beatnik had to go through a personal 
life-crisis to psychically appropriate the consequences of his fundamental error, that 
of identifying artistic authenticity with social isolation.

Once Steely Dan stopped recording in 1980, Fagen fell into a writer’s block that 
brought on bouts of depression and panic attacks (Choban 2017, 7 December). At 
this crossroads, Fagen turned to a psychotherapist and took responsibility for his 
situation by involving himself in a series of committed romantic relationships and 
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also by writing a series of magazine articles about his early life (Hoskyns 2018: 
xvi). Both occupations indicated that Fagen was seeking meaning in life beyond the 
narrow confines of a purist hipster ideal that needed to be updated for the “me 
decade.” In the latest phase of Fagen’s life, he has pursued generativity through a 
return to recording and touring with Steely Dan. Indeed, Fagen’s affirmation of the 
value of art and life has survived the September 3, 2017, death of Walter Becker, his 
writing partner and archetypal Beat muse (Rolling Stone 2017, November 15).

4.2  Theoretical Background

This study links bohemianism’s core binary “bohemian-bourgeois” to various ana-
logues in post-Freudian psychoanalytic theory in order to demonstrate their rele-
vance to both generative and destructive acts in the life of Donald Fagen. The 
appropriateness of using the aesthetic theory of bohemianism in concert with the 
psychological theory of psychoanalysis is indicated by Donald Fagen’s self- 
applying bohemian terms like “Beat” (Sweet 2015: 168) and “hipster” (Fagen 
2013a) and by his undergoing psychotherapy in the 1980s (Gill 1995) to avoid what 
we might call the ego’s primal mistake: an “attempted flight” from the self-world 
interchange that amounts to a “turning away from the way things are” (Freud 
1926/1950: 48–49).

4.2.1  Bohemianism

It has been said that modernity emerged when the self was first recognized as a 
distinct problem with its own contours and nuances (Baumeister 1987). If this is the 
case, then Paris in the 1830s and 1840s may be where the modern subject emerged 
(or at least it is a paradigmatic example of its emergence). In the years that followed, 
1789, the French Revolutionaries did away with many intermediate groupings such 
as estates and guilds, membership in which had afforded the individual a ready- 
made position in the society. Once the restored Bourbon monarch Charles X was 
ousted in 1830, many Frenchmen wondered exactly what kinds of social limits 
could and should be legitimated in the new France (Seigel 1986: 9–10). The ques-
tion was twofold: First, what are the characteristics that define this new subject, 
radically free from the chains of the Old Regime? Second, what will bind these 
newly liberated subjects together as a society?

One group held that the new subject par excellence was the artist, the person 
whose very life embodied each and every walk of life, since ideally the artist can 
create every possible character and can express every possible thought (De Botton 
2004: 270; Kierkegaard 1843/2009: 15, 23). Indeed, the artist’s relatively authentic 
self-relation was the key to understanding how society should be patterned (Berlin 
1991: 228). But the French government established in 1830 has been called, not the 
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“Aesthetic” Monarchy, but rather the “bourgeois,” since public life was dominated 
by the economic concerns of middle-class businessmen and professionals. To use 
two terms that came to the fore during this period, the new bourgeois subject was 
seen by many as bereft of any “association” (Strube 2017, November: 199) or “sen-
timent” (Banfield 2007) not tainted by her own desires for power and mammon.

The bohemian theory of the subject was a reformist, rather than a revolutionary, 
critique of the July Monarchy mainstream. According to the bohemian view, the 
artist’s power of recapitulating the societal whole through her exquisite life is the 
sole means of reversing the bourgeois descent into an egoism whose only value is 
economic productivity. Indeed, from the standpoint of bohemianism, every particu-
lar bourgeois desire could be both derived from and related to the artist’s all- 
encompassing and untarnished (because self-produced and self-authored) desire 
(Schmitt 1925/1986: 14–17). From one point of view, the bohemian notion of sub-
jectivity avoids the error of solipsistic aestheticism, with its lack of both social 
responsibility and internal coherence, by insisting on the democratic identification 
of the quantitative (the will of the bohemian minority) with the qualitative (the will 
of the people as a whole) (Schmitt 1921/2014).

Though the term bohémien had been used from the fifteenth century to refer to 
the gypsies who were encountered in France, it was not until the 1830s that “bohe-
mian” began to be appropriated by Romantic artists to designate their uniquely aes-
thetic mode of living (Brown 1985: 21, 27). By mid-century, this notion of the 
bohemian artist was common parlance, and bohémien became a buzzword some-
what akin to today’s “hippy” or “beatnik” (Rorabaugh 2015: 8). For our purposes, 
we will simplify the complex history of bohemianism by reducing it to an aesthetic 
that hinges on the opposition “bohemian versus bourgeois.” In order to illustrate this 
dichotomy in a manner that underscores its relevance to positive psychology, we 
will offer a few words about the bohemian’s self-image as illuminator of the suppos-
edly benighted bourgeois.

The bohemian sees herself as relating symmetrically to other bohemians, with 
whom she shares a similar life-orientation, but asymmetrically to the bourgeois―
the ordinary nonartist―whose lack of sociocultural sensitivity evinces her need of 
the bohemian’s guidance. On the one hand, the bohemian has a mission to improve 
society by making it more bohemian; on the other hand, the bohemian’s only 
responsibility is to live out her aesthetic to the full and so to be a perfect beacon for 
the bourgeois. Thus, bohemian revolutionary activism can be seen to conceal a 
gradualist-quietist duality. That is, the bohemian must work on the material pro-
vided by bourgeois society to bring out supposedly deeper bonds of sympathy and 
authenticity latent therein. However, this reformist aim hidden within bohemian-
ism’s utopian trappings often morphs into solipsistic reverie and fey cynicism. After 
all, life is already transmuted into art in the artist’s mind through the latter’s power 
of imaginative production; if the wider world refuses to follow suit, then one can 
merely fall back on one’s infinitely productive inner life. The present study seeks to 
show this reformist-quietist tension at work in the life of Donald Fagen, who often 
struggled through his art to find connection to the world outside his art.
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The question may now arise: Is there a historically continuous connection 
between bohemianism and the outsider stance of Donald Fagen, or are we dealing 
with a superficial analogue or likeness? Intellectual historians have noted that the 
bohemianism of 1830s France survived in the dandyism of the fin-de-siecle, the 
refined primitivism of early twentieth-century literary Modernism, the existential-
ism of the 1940s, and the Beat Generation of the 1950s (Wilson 2003). Sartre’s 
novel La nausée (1938), a favorite of Fagen’s, ends with the central character find-
ing in the outsider culture associated with jazz the inspiration to continue living 
(McBride 2012). And, of course, Steely Dan was named after a fearsome sexual aid 
from beat writer William S. Burroughs’ novel Naked Lunch (1959). Says Fagen’s 
collaborator, Walter Becker, of Burroughs: “He wasn’t just a bohemian joker; he 
had points to make” (Martin 2003, June 6/2018: 237, emphasis added).

The final word on the aptness of our aestheticist frame comes from Donald Fagen 
himself, who has not only discussed his life and art as being thoroughly “Beat,” 
“existential,” and “hipster,” but who describes his creative process in words that 
reflect our proposed bohemian-bourgeois structure: “…I think [our songwriting is] 
a way of viewing the actual world through our eyes. (…) I think…we’re synthesis-
ing what we see” (Watts 1976/2018: 86). Fagen has even named Igor Stravinsky, 
that most bohemian of the twentieth-century composers, as one of his strongest 
influences (Regen 2013, January: 16, 18). In fact, Stravinsky and his collaborator 
Sergei Diaghilev are indirectly conjured forth in the Steely Dan song Here at the 
Western World (Steely Dan 1978: track 10), set at the Venice Lido, where the Le 
Sacre du printemps creators are known to have sallied forth in the company of Coco 
Chanel (Ross 2008), who helped create the faux-luxe postwar fashion culture which 
also presaged Fagen’s ambivalently slick aesthetic (Sweet 2015: 168–169; Fagen 
2013a: 15–151). Chanel made her fateful plunge from the cloistered milieu of cul-
ture and history into the bohemian world of art-as-life by walking out of her hotel 
and onto the celebrity-peopled Lido beach (Saikia 2011: 91). In any case, Here at 
the Western World’s line “knock twice, rap with your cane” certainly brings to mind 
Diaghilev, who rarely appeared in public without a top hat and walking stick 
(Russian Ballet History 2010) and whose vision for a new kind of primitivist ballet 
seems to be inextricably linked to the notorious beach that Fagen sang about in the 
line: “Down at the Lido they welcome you with sausage and beer.”

4.2.2  Post-Freudian Psychoanalytic Theory

Melanie Klein’s famous dichotomy “paranoid-schizoid position versus depressive 
position” can be understood in terms of the creative individual’s lifelong struggle to 
achieve reciprocity with significant others without losing a sense of her core self, 
the latter being the source of agential authenticity and personal continuity/integrity 
(Klein 1935). The depressive position sees a tempering of the errant absolutism of 
the paranoid-schizoid layer in that the latter’s splitting of the Other (and the self) 
into perfect nourisher, on the one hand, and perfect inhibitor, on the other, is dis-

4 Steely Dan’s Donald Fagen: A Case of Mistaken Self-Identity, Corrected…



96

placed by a sense that the Other is a creative agent that mirrors the freedom and 
integrity of the self but also that both self and Other are fallible nurturers who inevi-
tably frustrate and injure (Klein 1940, 1946). The injuries, however, can be repaired 
through ongoing positive ministrations in the here and now. Many perhaps miss the 
truly positive content of Klien’s therapy; for her, theory must be completed by 
reparative acts that paradoxically affirm the inviolability of the creative self through 
acknowledging that reciprocity can only be maintained by crossing the line and 
making the self vulnerable to the Other’s aggression (Klein 1937). For Klein, it 
could be said mistakes are necessary materials upon which we build closer approxi-
mations to truth through reparation.

For D.W. Winnicott, the depressive position is achieved once the individual is 
able to experience inner reality as necessarily “parallel to the objective” world out-
side (Winnicott 1941: 153). However, there is a core part of the self, comprising its 
decisionist depth, that is, incommunicable; this core self is the only survival of the 
absolute thinking of the paranoid-schizoid layer: there must be a self to decide, to 
process information about the environment, and to relate to other agents whose 
selves are equally inviolable (Tuber 2008: 33).

This is the central Kleinian-Winnicottian precept about the self: The individual 
is, at each life stage, in danger of losing the personal quality of her experience by 
being unable to bridge the gulf between inner processes and interpersonal or envi-
ronmental reality (Mitchell and Black 1995: 124). An expanded notion of creativity 
sees at the self’s core an artist who must create reparative analogues between, on the 
inside, the creative processes that spring from inner life, and, on the outside, the 
Other-generated realities that the creative self tends to mistakenly interpret as threats 
to the self but which must be transmuted into positivity through an ongoing 
“negotiat[ion of] intersubjective experience” (Bollas 1987: 13; cf. Klein 1937; 
Winnicott 1991: 69). Our choice of Kleinian object relations as a lens through which 
to view Donald Fagen’s life is based upon the singer’s development from an original 
Other-object repression (an id-centered infantilism) to his eventual turn to repara-
tion of his primal ego error through therapy and social openness (a reality-mediated 
maturity) (Freud 1920, 1923).

4.3  Methodology

The present work is a single case study that uses object relations theory and psycho-
biography to uncover the motivational complexities that have accompanied the sub-
ject’s interpersonal relations over the course of his life. Positive psychology will be 
utilized to gain insight into the subject’s attempts to retain a sense of vitality toward 
work, colleagues, family, and society as a whole. It is becoming more apparent that 
individuals make narrative sense of their lives by dovetailing complex self- 
orientations, such as irony or nostalgia, with thought domains and semantic fields of 
concern to their personal development (Sedikides, et al. 2015; Zhou et al. 2009). 
This being the case, positive psychology is useful in exploring how subjects orient 
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themselves to apparent failures, errors, and humiliations from their past that con-
tinue to loom in their present self-image (cf. the other chapters in this volume). The 
subject of this study, Donald Fagen, took a stance toward the world based upon what 
we have termed primal ego error. He spent his later adulthood re-evaluating his use 
of this mistaken idea that the self can become authentic through art alone. For data, 
this study uses Donald Fagen’s recordings, published writings, and interviews, 
along with both interviews and writings of important persons in Fagen’s life as well 
as secondary sources relevant to Fagen’s motivations and life choices. This selection 
of material was evaluated using the author’s idiosyncratic dovetailing of object rela-
tions psychobiographical theory contextualized through a history of ideas focus.

4.4  Findings

4.4.1  Childhood and Adolescence (1948–1967)

Donald Jay Fagen was born on January 10, 1948, in Passaic, New Jersey. His father, 
Joseph “Jerry” Fagen, was an accountant; his mother, Elinor Fagen, née Rosenberg, 
took care of Donald and his younger sister Susan, who was born in 1954 (Sweet 
2015: 7). Two influences seem to have been formative of Fagen’s child psyche: The 
first, which we may associate more with Fagen’s father Jerry, was the family’s move 
to Kendall Park, a planned community in New Jersey, in 1958; the second was 
Fagen’s relationship with mother Elinor, an interaction that was fraught with tension 
but which also held within it Fagen’s aesthetic path of escape from the “identity 
confusion” (Erikson 1968: 197) that accompanied life under his parents’ roof.

The Fagen family’s move to Kendall Park was traumatic for 10-year-old Donald, 
who would thereafter consider himself a “prisoner,” deprived as he had become of 
Passaic’s racial diversity and comparative cultural richness, not to mention the rela-
tives who were left behind in the city (Goodman 2006, April 13). What scene greeted 
the young boy as the family car pulled up to their new home? It was a caricature of 
a neighborhood, or so Fagen recalls: The “housing development…was very iso-
lated, it was built on farmland. It had just been built so there were these big mounds 
of dirt still on every corner…” (Fagen 2013b, November 29). Kendall Park’s yards 
of overturned sod and “little twigs instead of trees” (Sweet 2015: 8) that had to be 
held up by metal wires (Fagen 2013b, November 29) suggested more a Gothic 
graveyard than a welcoming community to the young Fagen, who “expected coffins 
to come out of the ground, just like in…that movie Poltergeist” (Fagen 2013a, 
November 29).

Though he blamed both of his parents for the move, Donald may have put more 
of the onus on his accountant father, who “actually worked for the guy who built 
[the houses]” at the Kendall Park development (Sweet 2015: 8). The real presence 
in the Fagen household, though, was its matriarch, Elinor Fagen. Though Jerry 
seemed to have no sensitivity to music or art (Fagen 2013a: 73), Elinor was, in 
Donald’s words:
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a fine swing singer who from the age of five through her teen years worked with a trio in a 
hotel in the Catskills…. Her career as ‘Ellen Ross’ came to an end at sixteen when stage 
fright prevented her from walking up to the microphone on Major Bowes Amateur Hour…. 
After that, she performed only…while she was at her housewifely chores, waking the kids 
up, vacuuming, cooking and cleaning (Fagen 2013a: 1).

Donald’s vocal style was thus a development of his mother’s peculiar manner of 
phrasing, which he heard constantly from his earliest days: “I can’t ever remember 
when there was silence around the house,” Donald recalls (Sweet 2015: 7). However, 
with Elinor’s gift of music came a liability: she passed her nervousness, which could 
take the form of panic attacks and stage fright, to Donald, whose later obsession 
with doing scores or even hundreds of takes helped to extend already interminable 
recording schedules and whose predisposition to performance anxiety contributed 
to an absence from the stage between 1974 and 1995. This “double-bind” (Bateson 
et  al. 1956) aspect of Donald’s relationship with his mother reflects what Edith 
Jacobson describes as a mother’s contribution to her infant’s “development of func-
tional ego activity” by, among other nurturing activities, “sing[ing] to him” 
(Jacobson 1965: 37; as cited in Bollas 1987: 13). Such motherly serenading pro-
vides a sense of the outside world’s reality both by stimulating the child to act and 
by shaping the contour of any of the child’s possible acts by calling them forth 
according to the parent’s idiosyncratic, personal style.

By the time Donald reached his early teens, he used the musical sensibility 
derived from his mother to distance himself somewhat from his stultifying domestic 
milieu. He gave up on the rock and roll and R&B records he had been listening to 
and turned into a “jazz snob” (Sweet 2015: 8). Being one of the only Jews in his 
high school class (Rzepka 2001, 28 February) surely contributed further to his 
growing sense of alienation, as did his feeling of inadequacy vis-à-vis the opposite 
sex. Later on, though, when Fagen entered Bard College, he realized that a return to 
soul, blues, and folk rock would be necessary, in the interests of “relevance and 
authenticity,” along with a concern for where “the most desirable girls were gather-
ing” (Fagen 2013a: 19). In both of these moves, we see Fagen’s bohemianism, his 
dual concern to remain, in Winnicott’s words, “isolated” without being “insulated” 
(Winnicott 1965: 187) from mainstream culture. In other words, Fagen sought out a 
nuanced position in relation to various musical genres so as to preserve, on the one 
hand, his connection to the “beatster” or “hipster” alternative culture, but, on the 
other hand, a more diffused association with humanity at large.

4.4.2  Early Strivings to Early Dan (1967–1977)

At Bard College in 1967, Fagen met Walter Becker (1950–2017), and the duo 
immediately began writing songs together (Kim 2017, 3 September). Becker was, 
for the more reticent and detached Fagen, something of a beatnik muse. Becker had 
lived through a traumatic childhood, having been told his absent mother was dead 
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when, as he later found out, she was alive and well and living in the United Kingdom 
(Sweet 2015: 110). As if one parental trauma was not enough, before Becker reached 
adulthood, his father had a heart attack and later died (Raidió Teilifís Éireann 2017, 
23 September). Becker’s disordered beginnings give us insight into Donald’s attrac-
tion to him: Fagen wished to gain distance from his conventional upbringing and 
Becker’s very mode of being seemed an exile from normality. Against Fagen-the 
studied cultivator of the bohemian-one could certainly contrast the more authentic 
Becker, the latter having his beatness forced upon him by adverse circumstances. 
Together, Fagen and Becker straddled all the classic bohemian binaries: Whereas 
Donald was especially attuned to notes on a musical staff, Becker was more logo-
centric, a bender of words and phrases (Watts 1976/2018: 68). Fagen was jazz; 
Becker was blues. Fagen viewed the comfort of his faux-luxe suburban upbringing 
with a wistful irony; Becker’s alienation from the mainstream was more profound, 
his sardonicism more layered, filmic, and surrealistic, the better to conceal his inner 
orphan (Palmer 1982, 20 October; Himes 2017, 5 September).

The songs that the pair began to compose reflected their bohemian concern to 
both dramatize and work through their ambivalence toward their early experience of 
straight culture and the various escape routes that hip culture seemed to present. An 
early trio of Becker-Fagen compositions uses the metaphors of a foxhole, a well, 
and a cave to represent the protagonists’ object relations, their inner representations 
of significant others who stand in for society’s values. The narrator of Fire in the 
Hole (Steely Dan 1973: side B, track 2) is undergoing a mental breakdown, and he 
uses the trope of a pot of liquid “boiling over,” leaving “nothing left to burn” to 
express his overwhelming mental arrest. His crisis has been caused by the straight 
world’s insistence, which the narrator hears as a superego-installed “woman’s 
voice” that he “serve and not…speak.” Pressure from the conflicting motives of 
compliance and resentment dries up the narrator’s vital moisture, leaving the 
foxhole- interred speaker “wish[ing] someone would open up the door.” Gullywater’s 
(Steely Dan 2017) narrator likens the mind of a jealous lover to a desiccated well 
that yields only mud. The second verse speaks of a dog enclosed in a room who 
seems to be smiling as he is given a new leash, which the lyric sardonically dubs a 
“lifeline.” The room is the human mind and the dog represents the ease with which 
humans ensnare themselves, ironically, through the only means they have of finding 
freedom: their mental apparatus. In Stone Piano (Steely Dan 1969–1971/2002: 
track 4), the narrator is torn between the reality of his life as a clerk in a “ten-cent 
store” and his fantasies of being outside of society as an “outlaw” or “samurai.” He 
finds a bohemian third option by listening to the song of his internal objects, which, 
like the automated sounds of a player piano, both are and are not subject to his con-
scious control. Contact with the unconscious ground of thought is maintained 
through this mineral instrument, but the metaphor is given a darker turn by the lyrics 
about being “Calvary bound.” Is this strange keyboard also a tomb? Once again, we 
find in Fagen the bohemian who stands on the fence between two degrees of alien-
ation from the mainstream, one mild and optimistic, another extreme and antisocial.
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4.4.3  Apex to Nadir (1977–1993)

The apex of Steely Dan’s recording career may have been their 1977 release Aja, the 
first of their 1970s albums to sell over a million units (Breithaupt 2011: 68). By this 
time, Fagen and Becker had perfected their approach to writing and recording, and 
though their use of expensive hired musicians and studio equipment made the price 
tag for Aja higher than any of their previous albums, the end seemed to justify the 
means, both artistically and fiscally (Sweet 2015: 161).

However, once Fagen and Becker reconvened to begin recording Aja’s follow-
 up, which was to be titled Gaucho (Steely Dan 2000), cracks in the facade began to 
show. First, there were technical issues. The elaborate and detailed process of 
recording now had to be measured not in months, but in years, involving scores of 
musicians and teams of engineers and assistants. They “worked on one song for so 
long and listened back to it so many times that they actually wore the oxide off the 
[analog reel-to-reel] tape” (Sweet 2015: 137). To further complicate matters, Fagen 
and Becker gave their engineer Roger Nichols a large sum of money to build an 
8-bit computer that became a forerunner of the drum machine (InfoWorld 1984, 
April 30). Those involved in the tortuous sessions recall Nichols typing digital code 
into his computer for hours on end, all in order to create subtle deviations in the 
timing of the drum beats that would give the mechanized sounds a quasi-human feel 
(liner notes to Steely Dan 2000). Then came a true recording disaster: in December 
1979 an inexperienced recording engineer accidentally erased three-fourths of a 
nearly completed track called The Second Arrangement, which upset Fagen and 
Becker so much that they decided against rerecording it, even though it was one of 
the best songs they had written for the album (Aaron 2012, 29 April). One month 
later, Becker’s girlfriend Karen Stanley died of a drug overdose in the New York 
apartment she shared with the goatee-sporting guitarist (Smith 1994, 27 January). 
Lastly, Becker, whose addiction to various drugs was causing him to become 
uncharacteristically undependable (Sweet 2015: 189), was hit by a taxicab while 
crossing a New York City street, breaking both of his legs and causing him to miss 
much of the album’s mixing (Pareles 2017, 3 September).

At the beginning of summer 1981, Fagen announced that Steely Dan had offi-
cially disbanded (Palmer 1981, 17 June). Walter Becker moved to Maui, replaced 
drugs with health food, and got into a relationship with his yoga instructor, who 
quickly became his first wife (Gill 1995). Fagen released his first solo album, The 
Nightfly (1982), but soon found himself unable to finish any songs, though he com-
posed on the piano for hours each day (Smith 1993, 20 May). Long after his recov-
ery, Fagen revealed that his writer’s block was a result of depression and paranoia 
over the failure of his life to live up to idealizations he first formed in childhood. “I 
think I was a very childlike person,” Fagen admitted. “I was very idealistic as a child 
about certain things, about the kind of life I’d have and the kind of relationship I’d 
have, and when these things didn’t work out…it was very disappointing to me” 
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(Cromelin 1991, 3 November). This mistaken perfectionism, in Fagen’s later 
appraisal, not only caused his post-Nightfly malaise but also precipitated two break-
ups: that between Fagen and Becker and that between Fagen and his most important 
1980s love interest, novelist Marcelle Clements. It seems that Fagen’s bohemian 
ideal of a quasi-utopian life could not be easily detached from the prefabricated 
Kendall Park homestead where it began nor could it be divorced from the voice of 
his mother, whose songs offered an unstable mixture of security and exoticism. In 
an unguarded moment, Fagen likened his tendency to hole up in recording studios 
to the womb-like qualities of his childhood home: “[Recording studios] remind me 
of my parents’ house; wall-to-wall carpets, bland colours, Swedish furniture. I find 
them very comforting” (Sweet 2015: 232). Here we see the bohemian ambivalence 
toward the faux-luxe, the affordable domestic “luxury”: The desire is for an authen-
ticity that retreats teasingly from the plush surfaces of walls and furniture whose 
velvet sheen speaks the language of European sophistication but with a 
Woolworth accent.

In any case, Fagen began seeing a New York City psychotherapist who helped 
him to recognize that the same perfectionism that led him to withdraw into music 
was impairing his relationships with friends, family, and romantic partners. It 
appears that Fagen turned to therapy in desperation over his breakup with writer 
Marcelle Clements, a situation that was doubtless exacerbated by his lack of musi-
cal direction. Around 1983, Fagen composed On the Dunes (Fagen 1993, track 7), a 
song that summed up his hitting rock bottom in the wake of The Nightfly. The song’s 
narrator becomes despondent, even suicidal when his romantic partner breaks off 
their relationship: “When you spoke, you must have known it was a kind of homi-
cide.” Like the rooted-to-the-spot figure in C.D. Friedrich’s Der Wanderer über dem 
Nebelmeer (c. 1818), or like the hapless protagonist of Kobo Abē’s Woman of the 
Dunes (1964), Fagen’s narrator finds himself trapped in a landscape whose dyna-
mism contrasts with his own relative immobility. To be on the dunes is to be betwixt 
and between, neither on the more level beach face nor on the firmer ground further 
inland. The man of the dunes sees the inexorable pulse of nature, of time, in the 
swells that flow in from the immense sea, but they only mirror his own inner sterility 
as they break against the shore, their force dissipated. He sees couples living a pic-
turesque life of “pretty boats, sweeping along the shore,” an ideal that in his case has 
proven to be a mistake, since it is unattainable in the real world. Indeed, he cannot 
rid himself of the vision of “pretty women, with their lovers by their side,” living out 
the happy life from which he is exiled. Hence, the song’s lyrics offer a vivid picture 
of a “defense against internal bad objects” (Pataki 2014: 423), wherein omnipotence 
and a sense of tying off all loose ends are purchased at the price of self- objectification 
and a “sense of lifelessness” (Ogden 2002: 773). Also, Fagen’s repeating of the 
adjective “pretty” brings to mind the last cynical line of Hemingway’s fictionalized 
chronicle of Parisian Bohemia, The Sun Also Rises (1926), wherein an emasculated 
Jake Barnes, in response to his lover’s suggestion that the past could have been dif-
ferent, answers “Isn’t it pretty to think so?”
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4.4.4  Dan Mark II (1993–)

With the release of his second solo album, Kamakiriad (1993), the former Steely 
Dan frontman began to conceptualize his primal ego error in his art, and thus he 
began the slow process of object reparation. The album’s appearance marked the 
healing of the two most important relationship areas in Fagen’s life: Walker Becker 
produced the album and thus restored to Fagen the aesthetic relationship that the 
Gaucho debacle had severed; on the romantic front, Fagen had found the love of his 
life in singer-songwriter Libby Titus (née Jurist, b. 1947), who, like Becker, co- 
wrote a song on the new album. By 1989, Fagen was living with Titus and her two 
teenage children, and he was soon coaxed onstage by his new partner at an informal 
club show she produced (Sweet 2015: 251–252). This led to Fagen reuniting with 
Becker onstage at further Titus-organized shows, the end result being, in the wake 
of Kamakiriad’s release, a reformed Steely Dan touring again for the first time in 
close to two decades.

Before Walter Becker fell ill and died in the fall of 2017, the reformed Dan had 
recorded two albums and completed numerous sold-out world tours. Not all was 
sweetness and light during these years, however. Becker admitted his stamina for 
endless recording sessions was diminished, leading him to focus more on his family 
and other nonmusic interests, a fact that led Fagen to record a pair of solo albums 
without Becker’s presence. On the Fagen home front, an ominous blip occurred on 
January 4, 2016, when Donald spent a night in a NYC jail after “shoving” his spouse 
Libby (Blistein 2016, 5 January). In the face of all difficulties, though, Fagen has 
remained passionately devoted to his wife, and despite the loss of his lifelong writ-
ing partner, he continues, even to the time of this writing, to keep his music alive 
through steady touring. Overall, our examination of Donald Fagen has offered 
glimpses of how transformation of errors into emotional growth and fulfillment can 
be achieved in the life of a creative individual caught in the pressure-filled arena of 
the modern capitalist marketplace.

4.5  Conclusions and Recommendations for 
Further Research

Throughout his life, Donald Fagen utilized the concept of bohemianism to shield his 
core self from the conventional lifestyle and culture that surrounded him in postwar 
America. Beat poets and jazz musicians lived within the bourgeois world but were 
not of it, and the budding muso embraced their stance as both a self-definition and 
a criterion for communion with other outsiders. However, planted within Fagen’s 
bohemianism was a seed of potential discord: If it is true that community is pur-
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chased through aesthetic authenticity, there is a danger of replacing real-life interac-
tion with an all-encompassing focus on the creative act. Obsession with creating the 
perfect Steely Dan track was the salient manifestation of Fagen’s primal ego error; 
this Other-object repression led to the implosion of Fagen’s primary creative rela-
tionship when Walter Becker left for Hawaii in the early 1980s. His failures to sus-
tain both his creative verve and his romantic life led to Fagen’s near breakdown by 
1983. This situation forced Fagen to reach out beyond his comfort zone; he under-
went psychotherapy and entered a relationship with an extrovert in Libby Titus, who 
pushed him back onto the stage and back into a less restrictive social space.

Overall, this study suggests that positive psychology as it is usually conceived is 
unable, on its own, to render a full-bodied understanding of the self. Object relations 
theory, coupled with a history of ideas approach, has yielded unexpected insights 
into the motivations and life strategies that allowed Fagen to survive and even thrive 
in a society that often seemed to him devoid of value, aesthetic, or otherwise. The 
psychology of error and failure has been contextualized through our analytical nar-
ration of a popular musician’s life, and we have made tangible how cultural and 
ideological beliefs interact with traumatic and generative life events. Donald Fagen 
initially viewed his achievement of a bohemian self-image as an idealistic overcom-
ing of the childhood alienation from family, peers, and society; however, through 
various psychological, interpersonal, and professional setbacks, the singer came to 
see his Beat self-object (Kohut 1971) as a dead end that had to be completed by 
more open-ended, interactive relationships that provided a more sure grounding for 
his reality principle (Freud 1926/1950) and which, at the same time, punctured the 
isolation booth that, so we have contended in this chapter, Fagen had constructed 
out of his own Cold War version of bohemianism.

On the psychobiography front, more research could result in a fuller picture of 
the other half of Steely Dan, Walter Becker, whose psyche formation and later life 
experiences differed from Donald Fagen’s in that, as we have been suggesting, 
Becker embodied avant-garde bohemianism to a much greater degree than did 
Fagen. Analysis of Becker’s ambivalent embrace of quasi-New Age healthy living 
in Maui and his efforts to become a father and husband could give us more insights 
into positive psychology as it intersects with addiction and family dynamics. In 
terms of the psychology of mistakes and errors, this chapter could serve as a spring-
board for further forays into the interface between creativity and social/familial 
expectations. A promising theme in this line of research would be the developing 
artist's overriding perception that she is betraying or failing expectations even as she 
is carving out her own psychosocial space. We expect that a concept of errors/mis-
takes, if it is to be serviceable in studies of creative lives, will need further elabora-
tion in the context either of Klein’s notion of reparation (Klein 1937/1975) or of any 
number of similar corrective theories that attend to the aesthetic personality, such as 
those of Winnicott and Milner (Glover 2009).
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Chapter 5
Mistakes, Errors, and Failures 
in the Cultural Context of Aging

Sofia von Humboldt

Abstract The increase of longevity of and within the older global population itself 
is incrementing the proportion of older adults. Looking at the worldwide diversity 
in population aging implies that this concept is seen through different cultural 
presuppositions.

Although an incidence on the role of culture in aging is not novel, different cul-
tural interactions strengthen the pertinence of exploring mistakes, errors, and fail-
ures in the cultural context of aging well.

Diverse aging perceptions in different cultures influence the use of that informa-
tion to build accurate culturally sensitive measures. Moreover, an appropriate 
response to distortions and conventions in communication with cross-cultural older 
adults in policy interventions and an awareness of possible drawbacks in the inter-
pretation of the outcomes point out relevant innate challenges when working cross- 
culturally in old age. Cultural concerns concerning the communicative style, 
emotional states, awareness of the intervention format, and the local hierarchy of 
values (e.g., socially desirable viewpoints) may invalidate research and policy inter-
ventions among older populations. The present chapter discusses mistakes, errors, 
and failures in the cultural context of research, policy, and interventions in old age. 
The chapter will conclude with a discussion of future suggestions for research and 
policy interventions.

Keywords Mistakes · Errors · Failures · Interventions · Mistakes · Policy · Older 
adults · Research

5.1  Introduction

Old age has been defined in various manners, in different circumstances, and for a 
range of social groups. In most cases, it can be characterized either by purpose, by 
chronology, or by cultural standards. Someone is considered culturally old when 
they seem old by society standards and are looked upon as old according to physical 
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or lifestyle particularities commonly related to old age, though not necessarily 
regarding their abilities or self-evaluation about being old (Botelho and Thane 2001; 
Stavenuiter and Bijsterveld 2000). Indeed, gerontologists initially focused on cul-
ture as one of the principles in the sociocultural process of aging (Perkinson and 
Solimeo 2013).

Current cross-cultural studies of aging and well-being have considered cultural 
divergence in different settings (e.g., Hilton et al. 2012; Lewis 2011; von Humboldt 
et  al. 2013c). Indeed, research has highlighted cultural differences, in particular 
comparing non-Western to Western cultures (Iwamasa and Iwasaki 2011; von 
Humboldt and Leal 2014). Considerable variation was found in studies comparing 
American and Japanese perceptions of successful aging, for instance, in terms of 
health, longevity, genes, life satisfaction, loneliness, friends and family, and choices 
making (Iwamasa and Iwasaki 2011; von Humboldt and Leal 2014).

Cultural definitions are generally implicit, that is, they are not often explicitly 
pointed out by older adults, and, as a consequence, they are less likely to be dis-
closed in quantitative data. Indeed, cultural definitions are incorporated in cultural 
practices, which are commonly implicit and standardized. Nevertheless, they may 
provide the cultural framework for understanding the context of aging (Hilton 
et al. 2012).

Furthermore, the validity of aging measures may be questioned, namely, when 
researchers are performing comparisons across cultures. Interestingly, there are as 
yet insufficient cross-culture comparisons regarding aging (von Humboldt and 
Leal 2014).

Different cultural interactions strengthen the pertinence of exploring errors, mis-
takes, and failures in gerontological literature. For instance, triad evaluation has 
been adopted to interpret recreation and work in a Thai hill tribe older population. 
Free listing has also been adopted to characterize cultural diversity in distinct set-
tings in the United States and Mexico (Schrauf and Sanchez 2008).

The older population (aged 85 or over) is expected to triple in the next 30 years. 
Additionally, as dementia is a common condition at age 85 (Jaul and Barron 2017) 
and the probability of losing the ability to think clearly increases, further difficulties 
in obtaining data may culminate in potential mistakes and intervention failures 
among the oldest-old (Wild et al. 2012).

This chapter is dedicated to mistakes, errors, and failures in cultural context of 
aging and is divided in the following sections: Sects. 5.2, 5.3, and 5.4

5.2  Mistakes and Errors in Gerontological Research

A cultural understanding and definition of aging is crucial. Nevertheless, measuring 
aging inside one culture and across different cultures has been an enduring chal-
lenge with potential errors and mistakes.

S. von Humboldt



113

Indeed, research in gerontological literature is frequently prone to bias. Assessing 
different aspects of aging may be sensitive to various measurement error and bias in 
replies, such as general bias in response, answering in a socially approved way 
(social desirability bias), refraining from the use of extreme reply categories  (central 
tendency bias), and not responding to the content of an element (acquiescence bias). 
Indeed, there are measurement errors and mistakes that can affect the quality of data 
(von Humboldt 2016).

5.2.1  General Bias in Response

An origin of general bias is innate to semantics; participants interpret words in a 
distinct way, and different understandings may exist (Veenhoven 1996). In addition, 
there is a debate about whether responses to questions concerning aging may actu-
ally be measuring other phenomena. One issue is that participants may have no 
opinion about their perspectives on aging. While we may suspect that questions 
about aging are well understood, responses may be false. For example, older adults 
who are satisfied with their lives may tend to respond that they are well overall (von 
Humboldt 2016).

Mistakes and errors may also be due to interview variation, such as the charac-
teristics of the interviewer, sequence of questions, and diversification of the place 
where the interview is conducted (Sperlinger et al. 2004). Additionally, different 
means of interview administration, such as face-to-face interviews, via phone, or 
online, or whether participants can read the available answers may influence their 
response. In the situation where participants are unable to see the response options, 
answering imposes a memory load. As participants vary in their ability to manage 
such load, this increases the probability of bias and errors in the analysis 
(Patton 2002).

5.2.2  Social Desirability Bias

A common concern in gerontological research is whether interviewees provide spe-
cific replies in order to influence the interviewer and contribute to errors and mis-
takes, frequently with the goal of building a particular kind of culturally desired 
message. In fact, social desirability is the predisposition to reply to questions in a 
socially acceptable way (Li et al. 2013). Social desirability bias entails a significant 
problem in gerontological research with self-report measures and hinders the com-
prehension of individual tendencies and differences (Li et al. 2013).

Additionally, social desirability may have an effect on potential errors and mis-
takes and on the result validity. Hence, methods such as the application of forced- 
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choice elements and use of proxies to provide answers may be used to prevent or 
decrease social desirability bias (Li et al. 2013).

5.2.3  Acquiescence Bias

Acquiescence is the predisposition to choose the higher or agreement replies (e.g., 
“yes,” “true,” or “agree”) rather than the lower or disagreement replies (e.g., “no,” 
“false,” or “disagree”), regardless of content. Acquiescence bias may have an effect 
on any question where choices involve confirmation of an element, may be widely 
problematic in agree-disagree questions, and may become a significant source of 
errors and mistakes in gerontological literature (Martin et al. 2011).

Participants may choose answers to satisfy or impress individuals who appear 
more informed or with higher social status, such as researchers (Vannette and 
Krosnick 2014). These biased answers have a deep effect on the individual’s genu-
ine outlook of the construct being assessed by a gerontological measure and lead to 
relevant errors and mistakes. Around 15–20% of participants, on average, seem to 
exhibit acquiescence across studies (Krosnick et al. 2011). Acquiescence is more 
common with participants who privilege motivation and when an element needs 
substantial cognitive work to be answered accurately. Therefore, acquiescence bias 
may illustrate a major obstacle for researchers (Vannette and Krosnick 2014; Saris 
et  al. 2010). Research legitimacy can be jeopardized by acquiescence bias, as it 
increases the probability of errors and mistakes concerning relationships between 
variables (Podsakoff et al. 2003). Furthermore, research has proposed that acquies-
cence bias is linked to the mental effort required to fully evaluate the validity of an 
affirmation and is related to some characteristics, such as restricted cognitive and 
verbal skills (Vannette and Krosnick 2014).

Rather than discard “agree/disagree,” “true/ false,” and “yes/no” answer styles, 
researchers have developed methods for minimizing acquiescence bias (Vannette 
and Krosnick 2014). One solution is to show elements with a specific set of con-
struct responses. In short, if a question aims to assess the personal meaning of a 
problem to a participant, it is desirable to ask the participant, “What is the impor-
tance of this matter to you? Extremely important, very important, moderately 
important, unimportant, or anything important?”, rather than asking whether they 
“agree” or “disagree” with a statement like: “This question is important to me.” This 
approach tends to eliminate pressure toward an affirmative response (Vannette and 
Krosnick 2014).

The set of answers has several implications for research using quantitative tools. 
First, systematic population disparities in responses may promote misreading the 
questionnaire data and therefore errors and mistakes. Moreover, data from older 
adults reveal a greater acquiescent predisposition compared to younger individuals 
(Moum 1988). This is also true for psychiatric patients, who also have high acqui-
escent responses (Stones 1977). The abovementioned problems have not yet been 
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appropriately addressed, even in procedures that include equivalent shares of posi-
tive and negative elements, since biased responses scores are predicted to be distrib-
uted closest to the numerical center of the scale and away from the ends of the 
distribution, which may lead to major errors and mistakes in the results.

5.2.4  Central Tendency Bias

Central tendency bias indicates that individuals may show an inclination for middle 
range (or midpoint) replies (e.g., 3–5 on 7-point scales) and refrain from extreme 
replies (e.g., “1” or “7” on 7-point scales). The mentioned midrange may be under-
stood by participants as an ampler category compared to other values on the scale. 
Participants may also give identical, midpoint replies or ratings for multiple ele-
ments, rather than show solid points of view regarding the question subject matter. 
This may lead to subsequent errors and mistakes in the analysis of the results. 
Contrary to this central tendency bias, some participants may decide to choose the 
extreme values in their replies. Furthermore, some people are drawn to particular 
values, such as a popular numbers, like “7” (Sperlinger et al. 2004).

Taking into account the obstacles intrinsic to using open-ended narrative data, 
researchers often consider the alternative of using clear-cut numbers: “I’d give 
myself a five.” Actually, numbers virtually code themselves. Nevertheless, what 
they mean and what they appear to say is not necessarily the same for each partici-
pant. For example, there is a significant emphasis in East-Asian philosophy on the 
middle, which may imply general constraint. For instance, respondents may refrain 
from assessing themselves with a six as it may seem arrogant or because they still 
have unfulfilled objectives, even though they perceive their lives as very good. In 
Western areas, for instance, in Ireland, where stoicism is often positively perceived, 
respondents may assess themselves with high ratings. Indeed, answers to question-
naires in the context of aging may be affected by the cultural context (von 
Humboldt 2016).

Refraining from extreme responses undermines data significance as it approaches 
the means of the group. To avoid this bias, a possible solution is to have fewer ques-
tions. This has proven to decrease the central tendency bias in results. An alternative 
solution is to modify the order of questions, making them seem more interesting to 
respondents. Considering that data should be as appropriate as accurate, the central 
tendency bias implies misunderstanding the genuine perspective of the participant 
on the subject and ultimately leads to significant errors and mistakes (Sperlinger 
et al. 2004).

Elaborating plans and policies based on the present conditions among older 
adults, given the lack of research on upcoming cultural changes, may lead to signifi-
cant mistakes. More research on aging should be designed to be directly translatable 
into future intervention strategies in the lives of older people or recommendations 
for local or general policies (Kunkel and Morgan 2015).
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5.3  Failures in Interventions, Policies, and Methods 
Among Older Populations

During the most recent decades, numerous researchers have studied culturally 
diverse meanings. Considerable transcultural differences have the potential to affect 
the underlying causes of aging; hence addressing them in interventions is relevant 
for preventing failures (Diener and Suh 2000). Moreover, in Western and non- 
Western backgrounds, there is evidence of cultural disparities in aging style, with 
significant implications for aging policies and preventing potential failures 
(Danyuthasilpe et al. 2009). When not taken into account, different cultural perspec-
tives may contribute to failures in policy and intervention format and design. Most 
of methodologies were designed and certified for use with older groups of people in 
developed countries of North American and European continents (von Humboldt 
and Leal 2014). Hence, their relevance for older segments in other regions, such as 
East Asia, or in other developing countries is fairly arguable (Draper 2007; von 
Humboldt and Leal 2014). In this section, we will discuss culturally diverse mean-
ings in interventions, transcultural differences in policies, and format challenges for 
interventions and policies.

5.3.1  Culturally Diverse Meanings in Interventions

An issue that may lead to failure in interventions is the question of which cultural 
contexts should be included, especially when minorities and other ethnic groups are 
encompassed in interventions. Up to date, there is a lack of information in the litera-
ture about this relevant issue (Potter and Hepburn 2005; Humboldt 2016). Adapting 
interventions to a different cultural context is much more complex than simply 
translating the elements into another language. In fact, participants reply to ques-
tions by using their specific cultural knowledge. When cultural sensitivity is not 
considered, the results of interventions and polices may be seriously compromised, 
and failures may occur.

From a transcultural perspective, there are culturally common notions of self and 
relationships. Therefore, older individuals in diverse cultures may classify diverse 
events and their involvement in relationships as relevant in the context of aging 
(Diener and Suh 2000). For example, the literature proposes that, in Western cul-
tures, positivity and negativity are commonly perceived as contrasting. In relation to 
this, Ji and his colleagues (2001) presented diagrams demonstrating linear or non-
linear preference by American and Chinese participants and invited them to choose 
the diagram that best illustrated their lifetime progression of well-being. American 
participants often selected a linear diagram. On the contrary, Chinese participants 
frequently selected a nonlinear diagram. In fact, research has confirmed that mean-
ing and experience differ culturally, thus influencing policy planning and interven-
tions (Diener and Suh 2000; Uchida et al. 2004).
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Moreover, in Western countries, personal goals are often prioritized as a function 
of the group’s goals, while in interdependent cultural contexts, such as non-Western 
contexts, the person is connected to others and part of a comprehensive social unit, 
where the group takes precedence over personal needs (Markus and Kitayama 
1991). In fact, in Western countries, personal self-fulfillment is culturally valued. 
Negative feelings and characteristics of the self are therefore seen as restricting hap-
piness and successful aging. In a study of Portuguese older adults, social support, 
health and well-being, and stability and security were the main dimensions to rep-
resent feeling adjusted to aging  (von Humboldt et al. 2013a). On the contrary, in 
Eastern cultures, social harmony and the balance between individuals in a relation-
ship are dominant.

In addition, different studies have evaluated transcultural perspectives upon neg-
ative and positive emotions. For example, Americans perceive positive and negative 
emotions as bipolar extremes; in contrast, Asians seem to perceive the same emo-
tions as coexisting. In addition, Kitayama et al. (2000) proposed that people in indi-
vidualistic and independent cultures may be motivated to make the most of pleasant 
emotions and restrain unpleasant emotions; on the contrary, old people in interde-
pendent cultures may be attracted to maintaining a balance between positivity and 
negativity (Uchida and Kitayama 2009: von Humboldt et al. 2013a, c; von Humboldt 
and Leal 2014).

Similarly, there are relations between East Asian perception of social harmony 
and specific Asian elements (e.g., religious elements). What is perceived as positive 
individually is often likely to result in collective complications (Suh 2002). For 
example, there is a strong recognition that a negative outcome can be related to 
personal achievements, appealing to the jealousy of other individuals (Suh 2002).

Likewise, a circumstance valued as negative individually is often perceived as a 
source for specific positive social outcomes. For example, an individual failure may 
become an opportunity to obtain social approval from others (Kan et al. 2009; von 
Humboldt and Leal 2014). The above examples illustrate the need to include the 
cultural context in policies and interventions in order to avoid failures.

5.3.2  Transcultural Differences in Policies

Aging policies are diverse, often harmonized with the context of Western countries, 
while frequently absent in developing countries.

Western countries, for example, in Europe, have implemented policies promot-
ing active aging over the past two decades. Great importance has been given to a 
prolonged working life and opportunity for stressful employment in old age (Walker 
and Maltby 2012). In addition, organizations such as the European Commission, 
World Health Organization, and United Nations have been supporting active aging. 
The lack of economic support in old age is likely to lead to more older workers, 
which can be considered a disadvantage to well-being and health in advanced adult-
hood (Lloyd et al. 2013). In fact, stability and a good financial situation were some 
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of the categories most often reported by older Germans as contributing to adjust-
ment to aging (von Humboldt et al. 2012). Given the relevance of active aging to 
cultural and national diversity across Europe, there are wide disparities across 
Europe, both in style and in standards, which may culminate in failures when adopt-
ing generic policies (Walker 2002). Indeed, policies for active aging should con-
sider cultural diversity, in addition to respecting national and international neutrality, 
human rights, and laws, for preventing failures (Bowling 2009).

In Europe, active aging is widely emphasized, while in the United States, the 
emphasis is on successful aging (Boudiny 2013). Indeed, the interests of key stake-
holders: policy makers, citizens, nongovernmental organizations, and business 
interests, should be taken in account, in order to promote successful aging (Walker 
and Foster 2013).

From a different perspective, the literature has stressed policies that promote 
good aging among non-Western older adults while at the same time criticizing an 
individualistic, active, and successful aging as an consumerist Westernized style, 
and not considering individual experiences from non-Western older adults (Liang 
and Luo 2012). Transcultural government policies can prevent failures by compris-
ing the needs of other ethnic groups and minorities, such as older African and 
Eastern individuals (Liang and Luo 2012; von Humboldt and Leal 2014).

5.3.3  Format Challenges for Interventions and Policies

The most frequent approach to obtain information is by inquiring older adults, using 
two methodologies. One employs open-ended qualitative studies to generate cate-
gories based on the perspective of older people. The other adopts psychometric 
approaches, which require forced-choice items, and multivariate evaluation to indi-
cate different aspects of aging and to achieve a final variable score (von Humboldt 
et al. 2013b).

The value of data in the cultural context of aging is affected by the conditions 
under which data were obtained and by the methods applied. Indeed, considering 
that most of the studies in the area of cultural aging are cross-national, these studies 
fail as they do not provide an adequate analysis of causality and cannot provide a 
direct estimate of age changes for accurate interventions. Current interventions and 
policies would benefit from additional experimental control of variables, while age 
changes can only be accurately determined by longitudinal studies. In fact, experi-
mental controls and a temporal relationship between data sets are relevant when 
examining data collection methods for aging and when making interventions with 
older adults (von Humboldt and Leal 2015). Experimental studies are essential for 
testing hypotheses, while controls in experimental studies, particularly when con-
taining qualitative interviews or assessments, test the extent to which causal rela-
tionships between variables are valid. In-depth interviews are relevant for examining 
the multidimensional context of aging and necessary for planning adequate inter-
ventions (Potter and Hepburn 2005). Considering that aging is essentially 
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 interactional, the differentiation of correlates and follow-up effects can be demand-
ing and subject to failure. Therefore, there is also a need to deal with research to 
validate the stability of aging, to allow causal assumptions between correlates and 
components, and to prevent failures in cultural interventions with older adults (von 
Humboldt 2016).

Furthermore, insufficient recruitment is one of the main reasons for the failure of 
studies and interventions and can contribute to reduce statistical power and hinder 
the production of meaningful results (Buckwalter 2009; Tarlow and Mahoney 
2000). Obstacles encountered in recruiting older people include mistrust and trans-
portation obstacles (Gonzalez et al. 2007; Shearer et al. 2010); caregiver burden, 
medical concerns, and indifference (Saunders et al. 2003); sensory and cognitive 
limitations (Mody et al. 2008); and frail health (Shearer et al. 2010). The design of 
the intervention may represent additional obstacles to recruitment, if there are 
excessive restrictions on eligibility, which limit the ability to generate a desirable 
sample size for statistical power and to adequately represent the intended popula-
tion (Yancey et al. 2006). Uybico et al. (2007) reported some additional barriers to 
recruiting minorities, which may lead to failures: security concerns, lack of access 
to medical care, lack of confidentiality, scheduling conflicts, lack of knowledge, and 
linguistic/cultural differences. Among African Americans, these barriers were cat-
egorized into three main areas: (a) historical context associated with prior unethical 
research, (b) lack of access to and use of health care, and (c) researcher bias, includ-
ing the researcher’s personal values, sense of fairness, and subsequent decisions 
about study design and participant inclusion (Dennis and Neese 2000). Additionally, 
difficulty in recruiting can be related both to the unique culture of each group and to 
researcher’s inability to understand community dynamics and establish positive 
relationships with community members and leaders (Stahl and Vasquez 2004). As 
an example, among some minority populations in the United States, especially 
Latino noncitizens, there is fear that sharing information may lead to deportation 
(Eakin et al. 2006; Levkoff and Sanchez 2003). Insufficient or inadequate recruit-
ment of a target number of participants is a significant source of failure in interven-
tions with older underrepresented cultural groups (Peterson et al. 2004). Indeed, all 
parties should be treated as representative for an adequate older population inter-
vention, and also to guarantee greater willingness to participate in further interven-
tions and less failures (Mody et al. 2008).

The ability to compare aging interventions across countries may also be compro-
mised due to failures in dealing with language differences, rather than genuine dif-
ferences in interventions and policies. This issue has been assessed in multilingual 
countries, such as Belgium, Canada, and Switzerland, where interventions and poli-
cies must be applied in different regions with different languages (Veenhoven 1993). 
These authors showed that translation problems are not a major constraint in com-
paring variables in different societies. Comparing responses of bilingual older 
adults who responded to a study in English or Mandarin, Diener and his colleagues 
(1995) observed very similar mean scores in both languages and a correspondence 
in associations of both scales with other variables. Therefore, previous results on 
language variation have ensured limited failures in this area.
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Cultural aspects regarding conversation style, emotion states, recognition of the 
interview setup, and the prioritization of values (e.g., socially desirable perspec-
tives) may also discredit the acquired data and lead to analysis failures (von 
Humboldt et al. 2013a, b, c).

Furthermore, interventions may fail because data are simply not easily obtain-
able outside Western countries and are often not comparable between developing 
and developed countries. Hence, considering that researchers may intend to com-
pare older groups across cultures, there are increased challenges to validity and 
reliability (von Humboldt et al. 2013a, b, c).

A final aspect is the appropriate use of technology. Even when older adults show 
a positive attitude toward using new technologies (Vaportzis et al. 2017), many still 
have difficulties using them, which may lead to failures in interventions (Wild 
et al. 2012).

5.4  Concluding Remarks and Future Perspectives

During the most recent decades, numerous researchers have studied culturally 
diverse meanings in old age. Cultural definitions are incorporated in types of cul-
tural habits, which are commonly implicit. These provide the cultural framework 
for a given generation. Research and policy interventions require accurate defini-
tions of the cultural understanding and involvement of older individuals and an 
adequate perception of how this cultural knowledge affects the theories and meth-
ods developed to assess aging. Studies confirm that the meaning of aging differs 
with cultural situations, influencing planning and interventions. For example, in 
Western countries, personal self-fulfillment is culturally valued, while in non- 
Western contexts, greater value is given to how a person is connected to others, 
where the group takes precedence over personal needs.

Inherent mistakes and errors may emerge when assessing aging issues within one 
culture and across different cultures. Aging assessment may be prone to specific 
measurement mistakes and biases in replies, namely, general bias in response, 
answering in a socially approved way (social desirability bias), refraining from the 
use of extreme answers classes (central tendency bias), and complying with declara-
tions as given, that is, not responding to the content of an element (acquies-
cence bias).

Moreover, developing tailored formats for interventions and policies for older 
populations has been a challenge when considering transcultural disparities and dif-
ferent cultural aspects of aging. Until now, most designed interventions and policies 
have been constructed and validated for older groups in developed countries, in 
particular from North America and Europe, often excluding the interests of other 
older groups in developing countries.

Finally, some good practices that may prevent future mistakes, errors in research, 
and failures in formats, interventions, and policies will be discussed below.
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Data on aging has been mostly based upon cross-sectional quantitative studies 
(von Humboldt et al. 2013a, b, c). Despite its general applicability, this approach 
has innate restrictions and offers various possible occasions for failure. Indeed, 
experimental studies are essential for testing hypotheses. Multi-assessment studies 
are necessary to achieve a higher validity in our assessments across cultures and to 
prevent errors and mistakes in research and the failures in policies and interventions 
with old populations. Additionally, we emphasize the need for good-quality psycho-
metric data, supported by appropriate, valid, and reliable single-item and multi-item 
methods in the gerontological literature, which ultimately will help researchers and 
social and health professionals to better assess and diagnose errors and mistakes and 
promote a deeper understanding of cultural perspectives on aging and old age.

Gerontologists should further invest in developing culturally sensitive measures 
and should consider differences in language and communication with older partici-
pants. In fact, additional culturally adapted studies are supposed to bring aging for-
ward, considering that older individuals are sources of culture, skill, and knowledge.

Moreover, old minorities and groups may impose the present social security and 
social security systems to be culturally decisive and assure that procedures are 
coherent with resources capable of meeting the care needs of older adults. More and 
more specialized research, policies, and interventions, which are more culturally 
appropriate, to serve challenges and prevent errors, mistakes, and failures in the 
cultural context of aging are suggested. A “one size fits all” method is just not be 
suitable.

Aging policies should consider cultural diversity, in addition to respecting 
national and international neutrality, human rights, and laws. Additionally, policies 
and interventions should consider partnerships between older participants, research-
ers, governments, families and institutions, and other interested parties, to tackle 
challenges in old age and to prevent errors, mistakes, and failures.

Finally, policies and interventions that include the involvement of older people 
may significantly contribute to exploring specific issues. Additionally they should 
include relevant topics, such as the relationship between body appearance and aging 
well; spirituality; intimacy and sexuality, family and non-family networks, and 
resulting policies to support them; aging in place; minority interests, refugees, and 
migration issues; and the relationship between work, efficiency, and retirement.

Different cultural dimensions are relevant for a better understanding of the pro-
cess of aging. Therefore, researchers should consider the significance of cultural 
variation, with less focus on ethnic backgrounds and more focus on equitable back-
grounds for aging all over the globe.

In brief, there are many variations to the experience of aging. Many of these 
worldwide cultural changes regarding aging are dynamically decided by older 
adults. Without a doubt, it’s necessary to understand how to deal with them, as they 
will influence how professionals deal with mistakes, errors, and failures and the way 
future policy, research, and practice will be conducted.
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Chapter 6
Doing the Unconventional, Doing ‘Dirty’ 
Work: The Stigmatization of Sexuality 
Work and Unforeseen Encounters 
with Love

Aliraza Javaid

Abstract We are storytellers to our own lives. When we do sexuality research, 
which Irvine (2014) calls ‘dirty’ work, we are in the midst of creating a story. In this 
book chapter, I provide a snapshot of my story in respect of doing sexuality research. 
I have encountered numerous pitfalls, dilemmas and problems when doing such 
‘dirty’ work, but here I only tell a few by drawing on the qualitatively derived 
research method tool known as autoethnography. It is a method that requires the 
writer to use hindsight in order to resurrect not only memories of pain, torture, and 
stigma but also of liberation and freedom. I mainly refer to the dark memories in 
this book chapter to raise awareness of them for other like-minded queer writers. I 
argue that it is possible to write from both our heads and hearts, rather than solely 
from the former because we are pressured from institutions to sustain sheer ‘objec-
tivity’ when that may not always be possible to do given that human values always 
enter at the beginning and the end of research. Human values are present when we 
interview participants. In sexuality work, the process of interviewing participants is 
a creative space. Interviews, whether online or offline, are spaces where subjectivi-
ties are actively created and where emotions are involved and formed.

Keywords Mistakes · Errors · Failure · Sexuality research · Male sexuality

6.1  Introduction

We are storytellers to our own lives. When we do sexuality research, which Irvine 
(2014) calls ‘dirty’ work, we are in the midst of creating a story. In this book chap-
ter, I provide a snapshot of my story in respect of doing sexuality research. I have 
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encountered numerous pitfalls, dilemmas and problems when doing such ‘dirty’ 
work, but here I only tell a few by drawing on the qualitatively derived research 
method tool known as autoethnography. It is a method that requires the writer to use 
hindsight in order to resurrect not only memories of pain, torture and stigma but also 
of liberation and freedom. I mainly refer to the dark memories in this book chapter 
to raise awareness of them for other like-minded queer writers. When doing auto-
ethnography, I am almost reliving those memories of pain. However, it is a useful 
capsule for making research as transparent as possible since the writer’s emotions 
and human lived experience ultimately shape the research experience, rather than 
ignoring that they do not exist (Ellis et al. 2011). By writing this autoethnography 
of my torments of doing sexuality work, I would be alleviating ‘the past that had a 
hold on me, that kept me from the present. I wanted not to forget the past but to 
break its hold. This death in writing [is] to be liberatory’ (hooks, 1989 [2015], 
p. 261). The evocative stories that I soon tell in autoethnographic, rich detail are 
done so in the hope that I can be free, free from the shackles of torment and pain that 
have kept me trapped in the past, holding me from my present. Autoethnography, 
then, can set us free. Like bell hooks (1989 [2015]), I had become attached to the 
wounds and sorrows of such memories that emerged during my involvement in 
sexuality work. Glorious vines were wrapped around my mouth until now where I 
can share my story as a way of cutting through these vines of silences.

To share my stories, along with the struggles that I encountered during the course of 
my academic trajectory, autoethnography offers remedies to heal those wounds of pain. 
While university institutional prisms implicitly tell us that we must sustain ‘secrets’ in 
order to prevent university reputational damage, we are sacrificing our integrity and 
authenticity as queer writers (Ahmed 2017). There has been a legacy of queer writers 
challenging the status quo of heterosexuality and gender norms, fighting for gay rights 
during the Gay Liberation Front times (see Weeks 2018), yet now we as queer writers 
are becoming silenced again and discouraged by the academic community from speak-
ing about our personal and intimate experiences of doing sexuality work (Javaid 2019a; 
in press). This is because, as Hammond and Kingston (2014) argue, those who study 
sexuality may face discrimination since sexuality research induces strong scepticism 
from strangers and non-strangers. When queer writers as willful writers name a prob-
lem, they themselves are seen as ‘the problem’ (Ahmed 2017). Coming from a strict 
Muslim family who strongly perpetuated stubborn inequalities and oppression, despite 
my resisting them with love and faith (Javaid 2019c), I always had the unmoving habit 
of always letting something ‘slip’ that should not be known according to the strict con-
fines of the family institution and similarly of university institutions. I do not want to be 
a traitor to one’s own ‘academic home’, the teller of secrets in doing sexuality work, but 
a queer writer is one of bravery and is able to tell the truth of one’s own life as I had 
experienced it. I intend not to tell on people, but to transform my stories into knowledge 
and theory (Javaid 2019a; in press). My stories of struggle soon follow below, with the 
assistance of Ken Plummer’s (1995) idea of ‘sexual stories’. For him, queer and sexual-
ity writers form part of the procedure of producing sexual stories so are part of the 
development of formulating sexual knowledge and theory. Sexual stories stem from 
one’s own everyday life, so ‘personal narratives…are socially embedded in the daily 
practices of everyday life’ (Plummer 1995, p. 15).
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The main argument in this piece is that stigma is associated with sexuality 
research and might be perceived as a form of ‘failure, error and mistake.’ At various 
points, I will largely be drawing on the notion of ‘failure’ to indicate that the 
researcher’s professional role is potentially compromised and he or she has momen-
tarily failed to stick to the researcher script/role or that the participants failed to stick 
to the participant script/role. In both instances, a deviation occurs. In the case of a 
researcher momentarily deviating from their researcher role/script, stigma can be 
reproduced, and I show how throughout this piece. I also highlight the implications 
of their stigma.

6.2  Contouring ‘Dirty’ Work

In this section, I detail some background literature relating to autoethnography and 
sexuality work in which other writers express their own experiences of conducting 
sexuality research and highlighting their experiences of ‘failing’ to stick to the 
researcher role/script and/or the participants ‘failing’ to adhere to the participant 
role/script. Providing some context will ‘set the scene’ for my own sexual stories 
and for my own experiences of ‘failing’ to adhere to the researcher role/script. 
These sexuality writers have bravely spoke about their experiences of ‘doing’ sexu-
ality research even though others may see them as, according to Attwood (2010), 
crude and casting suspicion against such writers. They have risked their profes-
sional reputation in the hope that their stories can shed light on the pitfalls, dilem-
mas and problems of doing ‘dirty’ work. Attwood (2010) illustrates that although:

in late modern societies we are ‘incited’ to speak about sex, tensions and silences still per-
sist and some types of speech and speakers are strongly discouraged. (p. 178)

Huysamen (2018, p. 1) establishes that:

As researchers, our sexualities, both self-identified and those assumed by our participants, 
are always relevant to the research process.

She carried out interviews with 43 South African men about paying for sex. The 
men were all identified as clients of women sex workers. She critically reflects on 
her relationship with the men during the interviews, showing how the men ‘failed’ 
to adhere to the participant role/script in a professional manner. She was positioned 
in what Connell (1987) calls ‘emphasised femininity’1 as a passive and subordinate 
listener, ‘titillating’ her male participants’ ego and facilitating their control during 
the interviews. She writes that she did not contest or resist her male participants’ 
racist or sexist gestures and comments, facilitating ‘the production of these prob-
lematic discourses during interviews’ (p. 3). Some could argue that this is a ‘mis-
take’ because she implicitly reinforced gender inequality, but remaining silent does 

1 ‘Emphasised femininity’ refers to the maintenance and reproduction of traditional gender roles. 
Connell (1987) argues that the concept is relationally constructed to hegemonic masculinity, ‘per-
formed especially to men’ (p. 188).
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ensure that the participants remain engaged and that the researcher is then able to 
collect the required data. The researcher can, then, given that she remained power-
less during the research, reclaim back her power and voice by having collected the 
data and then being able to publish her story. Huysamen (2018) herself felt that her 
subordination and powerlessness were sustaining gender inequality and male domi-
nance, both at the discursive and material levels, discursive because of the sexist and 
racist comments that the South African men made and material because of the 
bodily gestures the men made and because of the researcher’s social position in the 
interviews as lacking symbolic and cultural power in relation to the men, unques-
tioningly  listening to the men and encouraging them to talk and not challenging 
male supremacy. The gender order remained strongly in tact. However, power is 
fluid and dynamic: on the one hand, the female writer is subordinate and powerless 
during the course of her interviews; on the other hand, by the very fact that the 
South African men are objects of her study, she ultimately had control over the data 
comprising the men. They offered her the ‘gift’ of data that she could exploit when-
ever and however she chooses. The men’s voices and stories were in her hands. 
They were her research ‘objects’, props in a play that she could choose to manipu-
late in whichever way she chooses. By remaining silent and not challenging gender 
inequality during the interviews, she performs an illusion of competence. The men 
found the interviews with her to be erotic, arousing and a ‘turn on’. We see here, 
then, that the researcher can become sexualized and objectified as the participants 
‘failed’ to follow the participant script/role. For example, one of her male partici-
pants states, ‘I’ll probably have to go rub-off [masturbate] after this [interview]’ 
(Dan, 37). Huysamen (2018) writes:

[W]hen I ask Dan why he would not have been willing to be interviewed by a male 
researcher, Dan likens my listening to his sexual stories to other erotic acts (like massages) 
that a woman might offer him. In this moment, rather than just being the interviewer, I 
become a woman with whom he could potentially have a sexual encounter. (p. 8)

For some writers, the interview process can be one where the participant con-
structs it as a potential erotic encounter rather than a professional setting. Almost all 
of her male respondents had asked her whether she had ever sold sex, whether she 
would consider it, or suggested that she ought to sell sex. Consequently, being stig-
matized in this way and being ‘sexualised by my participants was threatening to me 
because it had the potential to make me feel like a “whore”’ (Huysamen 2018, 
p.  10). Researchers can become sexual objects or sexual conquests during their 
sexuality research. This view is echoed in other sexuality works. Hammond and 
Kingston (2014) argue that they both, as female sex work researchers, experienced 
the ‘whore stigma’2 for being associated with the sexuality research of sex work. 
They indicate their experiences of being seen as ‘kinky’ or ‘up for it’ because of the 
type of sexual activity that their research was associated with. For instance, the 

2 Sex workers often face the ‘whore stigma’, too, so this form of stigma transposed itself onto the 
female sex work researchers.
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second author, Sarah Kingston, describes one of her experiences in which she was 
‘hit on’ by one of her male participants who was a male senior police officer after 
an interview she conducted with him3:

Yeah was cool to meet one so chilled and open minded – don’t let the gay thing put u off if 
you fancy a bit of casual sex (just don’t tell the bf! [Boyfriend]) Defo give me a shout 
though I’ll settle for coffee x. (Hammond and Kingston 2014, p. 335)

Kingston was seen as ‘sexually liberal’ for doing sexuality research on prostitu-
tion; the presumption that prostitutes invariably have casual sex with multiple 
strangers and always ‘consent’ to sex momentarily became transposed onto 
Kingston. For sexuality writers, then, sexual overtures can be frequent. Huff (1997, 
p.  117) also experienced sexual overtures, getting ‘attention [that] consisted of 
unwanted romantic overtures, such as touching, hugging, poking and comments 
such as “hey hot lips”’. From her male respondents, Grenz (2005) also gained 
unwanted sexual overtures that consisted of the men wanting to masturbate over her, 
wanting to reveal their penises to her and requesting that she wear a short skirt. All 
these sexuality writers experienced sexual harassment, sexual talk and sexual objec-
tification from their participants who ‘failed’ to obey the participant role/script. The 
researchers were assumed to be sexually available. Kevin Walby (2010), a male 
queer writer, argues that participants may not always see you as a professional sexu-
ality researcher but rather as someone who is sexualized:

As much as the researcher positions as a sociologist, the respondent may position the 
researcher as a sex object. My body as a researcher…is part of this milieu of sexualisa-
tion…Gestures interpreted as non-sexual may be taken in another direction. For instance, I 
purposefully wore business attire for the interviews…the intention was to seem profes-
sional and asexual, my appearance could have been interpreted otherwise. Some of these 
men clearly wanted to turn the interview into more of a touching encounter. During inter-
views, I was often propositioned to receive sexual favours. (p. 650)

Doing sexuality research on male sex work, Walby (2010) conducted interviews 
with 30 male-for-male Internet escorts in Montréal, Ottawa, Toronto (Canada), 
Houston and New York (USA) and London (England). He became sexualized dur-
ing the interviews, with many of the respondents asking him, ‘Are you gay?’ at the 
start of the interviews. Walby’s (2010) response to the ‘Are you gay’ question was, 
‘I have slept with all kinds of people’ (p. 647). Walby (2010) felt that his ‘respon-
dents wanted our meeting to become a touching encounter’ (p. 641). For example, 
one of his respondents declared that, ‘Oh and by the way…you are a sexy man!’ 
(p. 649) and another respondent offering Kevin a session of S&M (sadism and mas-
ochism: the practice of using pain as a sexual stimulant):

Kevin: Do you think you could walk me through, because not everyone does this kind of 
service, like a typical S&M scene?

Ricky (Toronto): I could show you.

3 Sarah Kingston’s sexuality research included the exploration of community attitudes regarding 
men who buy sex. She conducted interviews with business employees, residents, the police, and 
local authority officials in a large northern city (see Kingston 2014).
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Kevin: You could show me …
Ricky (Toronto): A simple S&M scene? Those words don’t go together.
Kevin: OK, yeah, not a typical S&M scene, but what exactly does the work of that consist of?

From this dialogue, the researcher becomes sexualized. In male sex work, there 
is a great inclusion of sexualizing and being sexualized (Javaid 2019d; Walby 2010). 
Ricky, the male sex worker, momentarily broke away from the respondent role with 
his response of ‘I could show you’. He ‘failed’ to conform to the expectations of a 
participant. It could be argued that a ‘failure’ occurred here whereby ethical bound-
aries between researcher and participant were clearly not drawn from the outset or, 
if they were, then, the participant deviated from those boundaries. There can be 
slippage between being ‘professional’ and ‘unprofessional’, the two are muddy 
waters. A ‘failure’ manifested in that the respondent failed to adhere to the partici-
pant script/role of professionalism. For example, Kevin Walby writes that, when 
Ricky said this to him, it ‘came along with an impassioned glare from across the 
table. He had the curl of a smile forming in the corner of his mouth’ (p. 650). He 
wanted a sexual interaction, attempting to transform the interview into an erotic 
casual encounter, parting ways from the researcher-respondent interaction script. 
Over the phone, another respondent said to Walby (2010, p. 652), ‘I can give you 
head after we talk, you can fuck me if you want’ as a way of transforming the 
research into a site of eroticism and sexualization.

In addition, Walby would hug the male sex workers after the interviews as a way 
of saying goodbye. Again, this might be seen as ‘failing’ to stick to the researcher 
script/role because it could be seen as crossing the line of becoming too immersed 
and ‘too’ friendly with your participants. Objectivity is now potentially contami-
nated, but one could argue that this instance is simply a characterization of ‘being 
human’ given that human values always enter in the beginning and the end of 
research. Hugging, for some people, could be viewed as a ‘failure’ or ‘mistake’ 
because the sex workers would see this as a sign that the researcher wanted more, 
wanted something more intimate and sexual, when the true intention was to just say 
goodbye. As a consequence, the role of the ‘professional’ researcher becomes com-
promised. In Toronto, one sex worker walked Walby to his hotel after they hugged; 
the escort asked for more hugs at each red light they waited at. Walby had to discuss 
that he was not in a position to have sexual and erotic relations with participants 
when the sex worker suggested it would be good if he accompanied Walby to his 
room. Here, the professional researcher attempts to rectify his potential ‘failure’ by 
drawing strict boundaries between researcher and participant. On other occasions 
after the interviews, some sex workers asked Walby to come back to their house to 
‘hear more, first hand’. This construction of gay culture can be defined by only one 
strand of gay culture, that is, sexual promiscuity amongst gay men. Whilst I am not 
claiming that all gay men engage in fleeting, casual sex, some gay men can exploit 
the interview setting as a way to configure sexual and erotic relations. Reflecting on 
his history and methodological journey, Ken Plummer experienced moments when 
his respondents ‘went for him’:
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In one of the interviews a curious, tall, bearded Eastern Orthodox priest in full mufti came 
in – and you have to remember I was 21 and not entirely ugly – and he just went for me! 
There were a whole series of interviews that were very risky…this particular man pursued 
me for several months and he was nice enough but he didn’t want the same thing that I 
wanted [a romantic relationship]…there was also one time when I thought I was falling in 
love with the person I was interviewing and had to restrain myself so it also happened the 
other way round! (Morris 2018, pp. 341–342; emphasis mine)

Here, we can see that Plummer talks candidly about his falling in love with one 
of his participants who he interviewed. Falling in love is unexpected and cannot be 
determined during fieldwork given that love is socially and culturally constructed 
(Javaid 2018a). Plummer goes on to say that his participants ‘had little regard for me 
(because sometimes they were pursuing me quite dangerously)’ (Morris 2018, 
p. 347). This intimate experience in the fieldwork could be seen by some as a per-
ceived ‘failure’ for getting too close to a participant or becoming too immersed into 
the fieldwork. Boundaries were arguably not drawn, and ethical procedures were 
not strict during the time Plummer was researching. However, this might be a per-
ceived rather than an actual ‘mistake’ because human emotions cannot necessarily 
be controlled and compartmentalized. Further, it is more likely that the respondent 
deviated, and so creating a ‘failure’ from his participant role/script. Plummer eluci-
dates that, at a time when he was interviewing gay men, they were dangerously 
pursuing him for an erotic encounter. He suggests they lacked care and dignity for 
him solely in the pursuit for sex with him. The researcher, again, becomes con-
structed as a sexual object with which to be used to gratify one’s sexual interests4. 
Rather than thinking that Plummer ought to have taken precautionary measures 
when going into the field, we should instead consider social and cultural contexts or 
the field as being a place of unpredictability that an ethics board cannot in any way 
determine. The field is not only a place of exploration but also a place of danger 
and risk.

According to Altork (1995)5, she cannot imagine doing fieldwork without involv-
ing her emotions, feelings and sensual input. Researching fire fighters, Altork (1995) 
was seduced and ‘turned on’ by their demeanour:

Even as I struggled to analyze their ‘fire language’, and to situate it as a language of power 
and appropriation, I felt myself to be seduced by it, and felt privileged to be privy to it as a 
temporary ‘insider’, an experience both uncomfortable and intriguing. (p. 114)

4 Ken Plummer highlights that although the interview setting can be dangerous and highly eroti-
cized, it can also be a space for liberation. For instance, some people were coming out in his 
interviews, and they were, for the very first time, articulating what it means to be gay for them. 
Thus, his interviews were changing some people’s lives. What he and his gay men respondents 
embodied were the ‘outsider’ and ‘deviant’ status of being gay; the interviews were spaces for their 
marginalized voices to speak and to be heard.
5 Altork (1995) provides an interesting account of her subjectivities when she involves herself with 
masculine and sturdy fire fighters. She sarcastically critiques objectivity on the grounds that it 
weakens a writer’s work and their sense of self for humans are not devoid from human values and 
emotions. In addition, we use our bodies together with our minds and hearts to understand some-
thing, resulting in objectivity becoming impracticable or impossible (Altork 1995).
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When she locked eyes with one fire fighter who agreed to be interviewed by her, 
she felt an adrenaline rush of what felt like the feelings of love, arguing that ‘intense 
encounters with people in the field can have, at times, a seductive quality to them’ 
(p. 115). A romantic and sexual relationship can emerge from the fieldwork between 
the researcher and participant, although my view is that this should not be viewed as 
a ‘failure, mistake or error’. Instead, we should think through the ways in which our 
professional and personal lives can slip into one another, how they can create impli-
cations for others, and us, and how we can be best prepared to address such ramifi-
cations. Altork goes on to reflect on a past conversation she had with a fellow 
anthropologist who flirted with one of her informants. The fellow anthropologist 
said to Altork that, ‘We never actually had intercourse, but it certainly got intense 
there for a while!’ (p. 120). The fellow anthropologist believed that her work would 
be discredited or seen as ‘failing’ to be proper work if anyone were to find out she 
had developed a sexual interest in an informant, and hence being seen as a ‘failed’ 
researcher who got too immersed into the field, got too attached to a participant, and 
making the ‘mistake’ of losing sight of the aims of the research and the role as a 
‘professional’ researcher. Objectivity could be lost and this could be viewed as a 
perceived ‘failure’. Sexual relations can and do physically happen in the field, 
though. Malinowski (1989) met a woman in the fieldwork who he engaged in a 
meaningful relationship with and who would later become his wife. Again, their 
role as a ‘professional’ and ‘objective’ researcher can become questioned and 
viewed as a perceived ‘mistake, error or failure’ for becoming too immersed into the 
field. During his early fieldwork in Morocco, Rabinow (1977) also experienced a 
sexual encounter. He describes how he made love to a woman from another village, 
confessing that, ‘I had never before had this kind of sensual interaction in Morocco’ 
(1977, p. 65). Frank (2015) establishes that having some sort of romantic or sexual 
relationship with a respondent can, indeed, help develop rapport and can gently ease 
one into the community that is being researched. This can help address the issue of 
a perceived ‘failure, mistake or error’ about becoming too immersed into the field 
and losing sight of a researcher’s professional objective role. However, sex in field-
work can be dangerous, as Moreno (1995) details in her book chapter in which she 
discusses her experience of being raped in the field.

6.3  Stigma and Queer Work

There is wide agreement amongst some scholars that sexuality work is often stigma-
tizing and unconventional, deviating from ‘normal’ and more acceptable research 
(e.g. Attwood 2010; Hammond and Kingston 2014; Irvine 2014; Javaid 2018b). 
Here, I introduce the works of Erving Goffman to help shed light on the stigma of 
sexuality research and how that stigma often spreads onto queer writers doing queer 
work, making it seem that queer writers inherently ‘fail’ to abide by the professional 
researcher role/script.
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Goffman (1968) discusses stigma as a relational entity that is situationally con-
structed in relation to others, whereby one occupies a role that becomes relationally 
stigmatized. Stigma is contextually bound; it is not an inherited entity but rather 
actively negotiated through social relations. Goffman (1968) writes that stigma is 
‘an attribute that is deeply discrediting…[including] a relationship between attri-
bute and stereotype’ (pp. 13–14). With regard to the queer writer, then, he lacks a 
particular attribute of heterosexuality, and so he is cast as an outsider, a deviant, 
someone who is devalued with a ‘spoiled identity’6. For Goffman (1968), a homo-
sexual is classified as not a ‘real’ man, and so one could infer that he may be con-
structed as not a ‘real’ researcher as he deviates from the normalization of 
heterosexuality so is potentially positioned as undesirable or as someone who is 
deemed unimportant. He ‘fails’ to occupy a ‘real’ researcher role. Goffman (1968) 
makes a distinction between two types of stigma: first, the discredited stigma, which 
is stigma that can be seen and is visible, so one’s own gender or ethnicity, and sec-
ond, the discreditable stigma, which is stigma that is concealed until shown other-
wise, so this relates to information control whereby certain strands of information 
has the potentiality of inducing stigma. For instance, one might confess their homo-
sexuality to family members and strangers and, subsequently, acquire a sexual 
stigma to mark him as somehow ‘different’ and unequal to the rest of the hetero-
sexual population (Plummer 1975). To know whether a type of information can be 
stigmatizing is reliant upon the relationship between the storyteller and the person 
who is at the receiving end of this (potentially stigmatizing) information.

A queer writer doing sexuality research is, it could be argued, ‘a blemished per-
son, ritually polluted, to be avoided, especially in public places’ (Goffman 1968: ii). 
A ‘spoiled identity’ is often projected onto me as a queer writer, and my research 
often becomes stigmatized, separated into a distinct category that is labelled as dan-
gerous and risky. Thus, when queer writers reveal their involvement with sexuality 
research, they may encounter a discreditable stigma. Scott (2013) argues that:

Discreditable stigmas are in some ways more dramaturgically stressful to manage in every-
day life, insofar as the actor must work at keeping their attribute secret, and remain con-
stantly vigilant about the threat of discovery. (p. 208)

However, to get ethical approval from an ethics board, sexuality writers have to 
confess their involvement with sexuality research, risking their encounter with dis-
creditable stigma. Irvine (2014) found that Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) see 
sexuality research as too risky since they deem the researcher to be ‘vulnerable’, yet 
they play a significant but largely unnoticed role in the marginalization of sexuality 
research. Arguably, constructing queer writers as ‘vulnerable’ may be a substitute for 
a discreditable stigma. A female sociologist researching individuals who  identify as 
‘kinky’ declares that an IRB did not give her approval to enter a participant’s home 
for this would be ‘unsafe’ (Irvine 2014). IRBs reproduce what Ken Plummer (1975) 
calls sexual stigma. They can discourage sexuality research, halt its development or 

6 Goffman (1968) develops the notion of ‘spoiled identity’ to indicate an identity that creates a 
person to experience stigma.
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completely stop it from taking place. As a result, Irvine (2014) found that many 
queer writers simply divorce themselves from conducting sexuality work. Queer 
writers become ‘doubly stigmatized’ both for being a homosexual and for engaging 
with ‘dirty’ work, and so we must be somehow impure, deviant or alien or somehow 
‘failing’ to conduct ‘acceptable’ work. These assumptions can manifest ‘into norma-
tive expectations…making certain assumptions as to what the individual[s] before us 
ought to be’ (Goffman 1968, p.  12), resulting in strangers and non-strangers not 
wanting to ‘live within the world of one’s stigmatized connexion’ (Goffman 1968, 
p. 43). We often become estranged or cast as discredited ‘outsiders’, as ‘failures’.

There are mechanisms to deal with stigmatizing information or to address a dis-
credited character. Goffman (1968) writes about strategies that can be used to hide 
conduct and to conceal ‘truths’ of us in social contexts. For Goffman (1968), the key 
is not to manage tension through social relations but to manage information: ‘to 
display or not to display; to tell or not to tell…to lie or not to lie’ (p. 57). As queer 
writers, we can ‘pass’ as normal and of equal citizen by managing ‘undisclosed 
discreditable information about the self’ (Goffman 1968, p. 58). For example, dur-
ing romantic dates or when I am on a night out and speaking with strangers, I do not 
reveal my sexuality research because I fear it would induce discreditable stigma and 
could result in feelings of embarrassment for the ‘failed’ performer if he is sus-
pected to be lying about his occupation. I fear the consequences of revealing my 
work to others given that stigma is powerful. It can hurt us, it can pain us, and it can 
be difficult to handle once we relationally become stigmatized. Dating partners will 
no longer want to date us. Family members would no longer want to become associ-
ated with our stigma. Withdrawing from conversations about my line of work is 
hard work and tiresome but necessary to emotionally and, sometimes, to physically 
protect myself. Instead, when strangers and non-strangers would ask about my 
occupation, I would declare, ‘I am a Dr’. Although it is never my intention to mis-
lead others, as some people assume that I am a medical Dr as opposed to an aca-
demic Dr, it offers me an avenue to ‘pass’ as acceptable and ‘normal’. I am in 
control of how I present myself to others at particular contexts, times and places, 
forming a particular ‘presentation of self’ (Goffman 1959) that creates an illusion of 
competence. It enables me to make conversations work without a discreditable 
stigma emerging. The irony of all this is that, although I may define myself as a 
queer writer and scholar, I start to question ‘who am I?’ in the midst of putting on 
and taking off masks.

6.4  The Research Project

There is a particular research project that I draw upon in the next section that is 
based on rich, autoethnograpahic descriptions. The project is entitled Masculinities, 
Sexualities and Love (Javaid 2018a). It sought to examine the ways in which love is 
socially and culturally constructed, questioning what is love? Why does love hurt so 
much when a significant other leaves us? Why does love matter to us? Is love even 
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relevant in current society for gay and bisexual men or has sexual promiscuity taken 
over? These questions, and more, have fascinated us when we experience emotion, 
pain or heartbreak. This project sought to problematize the notion of love. It paid 
close attention to the ways in which love intersects with men, masculinities and 
sexualities. It draws on empirical data gained from interviewing/speaking with 23 
gay and bisexual men to understand how they construct and re-construct love. Thus, 
the men’s subjective experiences of love and loneliness were considered in this 
project. I had informal conversations with these men via Grindr, Tinder and POF 
(Plenty of Fish), which are popular apps that men often use to seek casual, ‘no 
strings attached’ sex; infrequently, men also use these apps to seek dates/relation-
ships. Access was straightforward. Prior to the research commencing, I already had 
Grindr, Tinder and POF profiles. I continued to use these profiles when getting 
access to the men, reaching out to them and having unstructured and open-ended 
conversations with them. I had identified as gay, which I still continue to identify as, 
which made it easier for the men to connect with me. The conversations lasted, 
approximately, anywhere from 1  h to 5  h during 2016–2017  in England. The 
unstructured interviews with the men generated some interesting data, though some 
data were not useful since sometimes some of the men steered the conversations to 
sex. They wanted to have sex with me. Many sexual proposals were offered, which 
I declined, as I solely wanted to gain an understanding of their constructions and 
views about love. To help overcome this challenge of ‘distraction’, I employed 
covert research. To understand more about the methods and methodology of the 
project, see Javaid (2018a). In the next section, I detail some of my personal and 
intimate experiences with some of the men who I interviewed for this project, using 
authoethongraphy so using hindsight to resurrect my memories and experiences 
with the men.

6.5  Doing the Unconventional: Falling in Love

6.5.1  Biography

I identify as a male gender and sexuality theorist and have conducted sexuality 
research for about a decade. I am a British Muslim/Pakistani who does queer 
research. For the Muslim community to which I belong, this is difficult to accept; so 
I am often estranged or cast as an ‘outsider’ because I deviate from the radical 
 perspective of Islam. I strongly sustain a liberal perspective of Islam. There is an 
expectation of me to get married to a woman and to sustain heteronormativity in the 
household. My identity, as a gay Muslim single, fuels tensions in the Muslim com-
munity. I am constructed as deviant. Rahman (2014), too, draws attention to the 
suspicions that are often cast upon us as gay South Asians/Muslims since there is 
seemingly  an incompatibility between the paradigm of Islam and embodying a 
queer identity. The former is constructed as non-Western, whereas the latter is seen 
solely as a Westernized phenomenon and that the two are simply antithetical 
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(Rahman 2014). When the two coincide, an explosion of violence, abuse and exclu-
sion is encountered. I still identify as Muslim, Pakistani and queer, nevertheless. I 
do believe in the divine other from a very liberal viewpoint – I pray on a daily basis 
to strengthen my emotional and spiritual connection, repairing my broken soul and 
heart with faith and love. A radical stance on Islam sustains an evil outlook on life, 
‘killing’ love, beauty, and faith whereas a more liberal stance counteracts evil. I was 
born in 1989 in Wales (Newport). I am a sociologist and a criminologist by training, 
and my doctorate thesis explored male rape, masculinities and sexualities (see 
Javaid 2018b), looking at the ways in which male rape is socially and culturally 
constructed, and a number of publications have emerged from this project (e.g. see 
Javaid 2017, 2018c). I also write around violence (e.g. Javaid 2019b). I identify as 
middle class and a professional, working as an academic at a university in London. 
I live alone in the West Midlands, UK, as a single person. For Lahad (2017, p. 118), 
the single is stigmatized, whereby others view him/her as ‘the lonely spinster with-
out anyone to go out with’. I embody this stigmatized, single identity in my every-
day life, having been single for over 7 years at the time of writing this. I am very 
often alone and single in my daily life, attending bars on my own, going to the cin-
ema as a single, eating alone and walking alone, all of which reinforce my single 
identity in my social life. Lahad (2017) argues that the performance as a single 
person can lead to the risk of stigma, embarrassment and shame occurring under the 
close observation of others. For a long time, I have struggled to contest my single 
identity and to become ‘unsingle’ in order to defeat the stigmatized category of 
singlehood that I am positioned in. In the fieldwork, however, it was a space of hope, 
of possibilities, with which to address the stigma of my gay Muslim single identity 
because it offered intimacy and love. In this section, I detail the manners in which I 
momentarily deviated from my professional researcher role/script and how it 
brought about stigma. I ‘failed’ to adhere to a ‘professional’ researcher role/script 
on some occasions due to the ideology of love and because of my faith.

6.5.2  Perils in Sexuality Research: Encounters with Love

6.5.2.1  Case Study 1: Chris

I am on a long bus journey to Teesside, which typically takes 1 hour or so to reach 
my destination. The travel to work often gives me substantial time to peacefully 
reflect. I sit at the near front of the bus to do this, catching glimpses of the sunlight 
outside the grimy bus windows. This double deck bus is not so full; many seats are 
unoccupied. I can breathe and relax in this silence, preparing for my class to teach. 
The silence in the bus seems to comfort me, but it is painfully silent; boredom soon 
creeps in. Nobody else on the bus is talking to each other. I sit silent, and then sud-
denly one of my participants messages me through POF. I light up, and, all of a 
sudden, butterflies erupt in my stomach. How can this be? Surely, I should not be 
feeling in this way as a ‘professional’ researcher? I am supposed to be ‘objective’. 
However, us humans have no control over how we feel; our emotions are uncontrol-
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lable. On POF, I used my profile to recruit some of my respondents, including Chris 
who messages me during my being on this bus. He was so handsome, attractive and 
good-looking, with his muscular toned white body and pale white skin. At the time 
of his inclusion in the covert research, he is 27 years old, white, British born and a 
Geordie and works as an engineer; he is away a lot for work. He is roughly of 5′7 
height. He identifies as pansexual and currently had a girlfriend during the time of 
the research. He is not out of the closet as pansexual; people know him as straight. 
He may not know this, but I had seen him out on nights out some years ago prior to 
the research-taking place; I longed for him then, too. Now, he is speaking to me, 
interested in me. It was like my dreams were coming true, but should they come true 
when I am including him in my research? Whilst on the bus, he continues to mes-
sage me flirtatious and sexual messages: ‘I think I’d like to be penetrated, I’d like to 
ride you I think so I’m in control of it [my penis] inside me, I want to make you 
cum!…As you’re entering me for the first time I’d like to guide it in so I’m control-
ling how it feels!’ I feel my butterflies flattering their wings, and I smile on the quite 
bus. I am blushing, like the old teenage boy that I was who had his first crush on his 
handsome geography teacher.

The boundaries are now blurred between the ‘value free’ researcher and ‘respect-
ful participant’. I could not just disclose my research to him now, having come so 
far into it. The covertness would be jeopardized, so what do I respond to Chris? I 
flirt back. I ‘failed’ to stick to the professional researcher role/script; objectivity was 
compromised. He made me feel good, making me feel like I am the only person in 
the world. My naivety took over as a single, hopelessly romantic person. He knew 
how to say the right words. I suggested to him, ‘I want you inside me’ to ‘make love 
to me’. The double-deck bus is still active, and I am nowhere near my destination 
yet. Chris messages me some more. He talks about love, making me think, ‘Could 
he be the one?’. He says: ‘Love is something that builds between two people when 
they genuinely like each other and each other’s company!…Big thing for me, I want 
someone who I connect with and can trust. [T]hat doesn’t come overnight you 
know’. Love is, according to him, something that gets actively created. Jamieson 
(2011) calls this notion ‘practices of intimacy’ that allow, produce and maintain a 
subjective sense of closeness and being attuned and special to one another. I figured, 
as he is practising emotion and telling me all his secrets and desires, he is making 
the conscious effort to build love between him and I: he is ‘doing’ love. I continue 
to naively think, ‘I found the one’ and that ‘I am may no longer be single, finally’. 
Oh, how terribly wrong I was.

I’m not really attracted to guys I’m more pansexual, attracted to personality. I’ve only ever 
been [in] a relationship with women, I fancy women but I’d love to have a guy on the side 
like a secret life. Sex is about enjoyment, excitement, the feeling of pleasure. Secret life 
may be a bit of a harsh terminology, I meant to explore my sexuality, I don’t want my life 
broadcast I’d like to be discreet oh and I haven’t had sex with men…I’ll never be a boy-
friend, I might class myself as a lover but not a boyfriend! (Chris, 27)

Now, my hopes and dreams that were erect on the bus crumbled as fast as the 
wheels on the bus were turning. I gathered, ‘He just wants sex’. He makes it clear to 
me that I would just be a bit of ‘fun’, nothing serious, especially when he has a 

6 Doing the Unconventional, Doing ‘Dirty’ Work: The Stigmatization of Sexuality…



140

girlfriend. The sunlight outside the window of the bus suddenly seems to be fading, 
I crawl back into the seat of the bus and deeply reflect: ‘How could he cheat on his 
girlfriend?’ I thought. I’ll never be anything more to him in a romantic sense. He is 
not ‘out’; therefore, only discreet sexual activity can take place between him and I 
Chris says to me: ‘I think there’s a lot of straight guys who have bi sexual thoughts, 
me for one;) [emoticon via POF message] [sic] although I want to act on mine!’ 
(Chris, 27). I look at his pictures non-stop, flicking through them while the wheels 
on the bus go round and round. Although we did not have sex, and although I did not 
even kiss or hold him, the thoughts were there where I imagine his muscular body 
on mine, where I imagine his soft lips on mine and where I move my hands into his 
light brown hair whilst he is on top of me. As Altork (1995) writes, ‘protecting one-
self from being “touched” by the field, might be unnessary [sic] in certain circum-
stances’ (p. 121). I did, however, ‘protect’ myself, as I did not meet with him to have 
sex with him but only chose to not do so for my not getting hurt and emotionally 
involved given that he has a girlfriend. Still, I ‘failed’ to sustain objectivity and to 
draw boundaries between the participant and myself. I ‘failed’ to take on the profes-
sional role of a researcher. I knew I would be nothing more than just sex. The feel-
ings I had for him made me momentarily believe that I was ‘in love’. For queer 
writers, the feeling of being ‘in love’ can be encountered at any stage of the research, 
although this is not specific to queer authors. We cannot know with any certainty 
when/if this falling in love will occur.

After my research was completed, and I included him in my book (see Javaid 
2018a), many months had passed until I saw him again in the flesh. On my own, I 
was out on the gay scene in the North East region. He was with a group of friends, 
including his girlfriend. On the noisy dance floor, with loud pop music playing, 
from Lady Gaga to Britney Spears, we locked eyes together whilst my close prox-
imity to him. It felt like the whole bar had stopped for a minute or two; both of our 
souls were reuniting. The feelings of love came rushing back to me for a few 
moments. His eyes were deep as the ocean; I felt like I was sinking in love, again, 
with no way of swimming out of his eyes. No words were shared between him and 
I. His eyes sparkled with desire as he continues to stare at me. I wondered, ‘What 
could he be thinking? Does he remember me?’ My heart tells me he does. Next to 
him, his very tall and plump female friend, with short flamboyant black hair, inter-
rupts our souls reconnecting. She acts as a vessel for his words and states to me: ‘He 
has told me everything about you and him. He’s just a bit unsure about his sexual-
ity’. Quickly, she becomes concerned given that his girlfriend is only five steps 
away, concerned that I might tell her that her boyfriend had been cheating on her 
with me as the other ‘side chick’. Although I would never tell on him, not only 
because it was not my place to tell her but also because I still cared for him, his tall 
friend rapidly collects her friends together to announce that, ‘We are leaving. Onto 
the next bar’. They left. I never did see him again ever since (either online or offline). 
His words leave an imprint on my memory of what could have been. As they left, 
my ‘spoiled identity’ (Goffman 1968) was reproduced because their leaving me 
acted as a catalyst for reinforcing the notion that the gay Muslim single is stigma-
tized as the ‘other’ for falling in love with the forbidden (Javaid 2019c).
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6.5.2.2  Case Study 2: Kieran

Kieran is 24 years old at the time of speaking with him. He identifies as bisexual, 
saying that, ‘I’m bisexual. I thought my parents knew, but then I brought my previ-
ous two exs home and then they thought not haha [sic]’. He had the look of a slim, 
toned, ‘straight-acting’ model. He was beautiful, with golden tanned complexion. 
He was roughly of 5′10 height. His dark, blonde hair made him stand out. As an 
aircraft engineer, he tells me that he is often away from his home. He is always ‘on 
the go’. Whilst based in the East Midlands, UK, he travels frequently with his 
friends either within the UK or abroad. Because of his hectic lifestyle, it can some-
times get in the way of sustaining a romantic relationship: ‘My career gets in the 
way’, he says. From all the men I spoke with for the project, Kieran was the one I 
connected with the most. He opened up to me in a way that a patient opens up to 
their counselor. He had told me his secrets that propelled me to deeply connect with 
him, resulting in my ‘failing’ to adhere to the professional researcher role/script on 
some occasions.

For example, on one particular ordinary evening at my family home, I was laying 
back on my parent’s gold two-seater sofa. I am relaxing on there, wearing my pyja-
mas. My mother who is now estranged from me  occupies the three-seater sofa 
across me. The room was silent; my mother reading her magazine while I am navi-
gating on my silver MacBook. Suddenly, Kieran messages me on Tinder. My eyes 
light up as I flick through his handsome pictures. In every picture, he is clothed, 
making me wonder what is behind such clothes. He wants to see me; he wants to be 
with me. This feeling that I feel is all too familiar—could it be the feelings of love? 
Again, I question my objective researcher role, as I ‘should’ be treating him solely 
as an emotionless research participant and treating myself as a heartless researcher, 
devoid from human values. I am ‘failing’ to follow my script.

In fact, the reality is we are both humans with human feelings and values. Walby 
(2010) argues that the researcher stopping himself/herself from being ‘touched’ by 
the field may be unnecessary because, in some cases, it might be necessary to get 
close to one’s respondents. This is true in order to develop rapport and a trusting 
relationship. I felt that I got very close to Kieran; he opened up to me. Had I not 
developed a close relationship with him, I believe I would not have gotten rich, 
detailed data. Kieran wants to see me urgently when he messages me while I am on 
the sofa. My heart beats at an unusual rate, and, in a panicky state, I think, ‘What do 
I do?’ He says:

[M]y house does get a bit lonely…The only real way to get to know someone is in person. 
Give it 2 months, I could be talking shit…people can talk shit over text and act all different 
in person. Only real way to know someone is in person. My thinking anyway…I’ve never 
met anybody that I’ve met on here [Tinder] that I don’t get bored of. If I don’t meet someone 
soon, it’s like nah boring. I hate texing. I think its [sic] boring and fake. Ive [sic] met people 
before that and they have been different to what they made out to be on text. And I really do 
get bored of texting haha. I need to meet someone like nearly straight away…otherwise for 
me it’s like talking to a wall. Nothing may ever happen and it’s pointless. Like I don’t even 
want to just have sex or anything straight away, I just need to meet someone properly rather 
than texting…it’s just not natural to talk to someone you haven’t met. When you meet 
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someone for the first time on a night out, what is the [difference] if you don’t get on; you go 
separate ways. With chatting on the phone, after one phone call, I’d be like, “right lets meet 
up.” It’s just more natural to meet someone in person. I’m not a modern day guy. (Kieran, 24)

He puts pressure on me to meet him as soon as possible. I look to my mother, but 
she does not suspect anything. She continues to read her magazine. I reach out for 
my can of coke, tasting the fizziness to dilute the butterfly feeling in my stomach; 
the butterflies are flattering their wings like no tomorrow: my stomach hurts. Why 
am I worrying so much? He wants to meet, fine; but I feel I am not ready to meet 
him. Although he claims he does not want sex on the first meet, I silently thought to 
myself, ‘What would we do? What would I talk to him about? Could I continue to 
keep my research covert when/if I meet with him?’ These questions, and more, 
rushed to my head like the speed of light. I am ‘failing’ to address this interaction as 
a professional researcher: I do not know what to do. Kieran gets annoyed that I 
prolong to meet him when I say, ‘It’s too soon to meet’. I do indicate that ‘I want to 
meet’, but when I am ready. I also confessed my liking him. I ‘failed’ to sustain an 
objective and professional barrier between myself and the participant; the wall came 
down and I let him in. I made the ‘mistake’ of becoming too immersed into the field. 
Nonetheless, Oakley (1981) establishes that some personal, mutual disclosure 
should be a necessity in qualitative research. Both Kieran and I have now disclosed 
personal disclosures as a way of building rapport and eradicating any power imbal-
ances during our conversations. We talk some more. He ‘touches’ me through his 
words, disclosing what Ken Plummer (1995) calls ‘sexual stories’. For instance, he 
tells me an intimate story, which is a ‘practice of intimacy’ (Jamieson 2011) as it 
gets me closer to him because it creates and sustains a subjective sense of closeness 
and being attuned and special with one another. He gets emotionally and spiritually 
closer to me by telling me about his deceased ex, Beth:

I had a girlfriend, love of my life, childhood sweet heart. I’d just turned 18. My ex girlfriend 
died. She was also a close family friend. Was meant to go funeral with my best pal dale. He 
text saying we should go together, as when she got bullied out of school, it was only us left 
that were her friend. He never showed. I had to go with my girlfriend, who ironically 
enough was in the friendship group that bullied Beth out of school. After that day of losing 
[both] Beth and Dale (like haven’t spoken to Dale since, and it’s been 6 years), I don’t know 
why he never replied, I saw him in town like 6 months later, confronted him and he said, 
“Don’t run this up again and walked off”. After losing them, I was just angry and upset, 
blamed it all on my girlfriend, saying “[You] bullied her out of school, or her friendship 
group did and she just watched and didn’t help, yet she had the right to come to her funeral 
and pretend to care and cry. I said things I shouldn’t have [said] and lost 3 close peo-
ple…Horrific. Never got over it…Ever since my first love, I keep a guard up. And I’ve not 
managed to love anyone since then. As soon as it gets to nearly that point, I end things. 
Guess I’m scared of love again. Too painful when it ends…I don’t know how I’ll get over 
it…I feel like a dick but I can’t help it…I find out it’s me getting scared. I had a bad experi-
ence that’s left me broke to say the least. I let no one in…I hope I get over it, I keep telling 
myself I am, then am clearly not…and now I’m scared to love…Real life is hard and isn’t 
as easy as words are. I go to [Beth’s] house every Christmas and knock on the door and her 
mum still breaks down in tears and holds me for 5 minutes. It’s heartbreaking…I just don’t 
take well to letting people in now because its heartbreaking when they leave. And the less 
you let in, the less you feel when they go. Shit way of thinking, but I cant [sic] help it. Not 
good really…I’m pretty sure I am slightly depressed and socially isolate myself at times, 
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and pretty sure I have a lot of anxiety going on but, what can you do? In fact, that’s the first 
time I’ve ever admitted that, so, weird feeling haha…I doubt I’ll ever truly be happy again, 
well I know I won’t because I’ve got this OCD self consciousness that every morning and 
afternoon and night, [including] random points of the day when I’m not busy, and it just 
says ‘Beth’. It’s been 6 bloody years. Surely I could go a day without thinking about her.

As mentioned, Kieran has told me ‘sexual stories’ that he has not told anyone ever 
before. He trusted me. He confined in me, which strengthened the feeling of close-
ness and being attuned and special with one another. He suggests to me that he can-
not love someone ever again, including me. Tears start to form in my eyes. Again, I 
‘failed’ to stick to the researcher script/role to sustain objectivity; instead, I became 
emotional, and my human values entered the field, whereby I became emotional. I 
showed human feelings and emotions and the boundaries between ‘professional 
researcher’ and ‘being human’ became blurred. As we had reached the threshold 
that propels Kieran to block out ‘almost lovers’, he had ended things with me and 
eventually deleted me on Tinder. Those butterflies that kept fluttering their wings 
could no longer flap their wings. They died. Not only had they died, but also my 
dreams and hopes with him had deceased. Whilst I had his stories kept on file to 
document in my book, my stigmatized single identity was reinforced. Kieran will 
never ‘love again’, he implies, resulting in my ‘waiting for the one’ and being posi-
tioned in a stigmatized category as the gay Muslim single. I miss him.

6.6  Conclusion

Sexuality research is controversial and risky. It opens up countless possibilities for 
‘failures’. Drawing upon my own personal experiences of conducting what Irvine 
(2014) aptly calls ‘dirty work’, I shed light on my different (sometimes presumed) 
‘failures’ when doing sexuality work. I located my experiences in their cultural and 
social contexts, delving into hindsight to resurrect those memories of pain and lone-
liness when doing sexuality work, with the assistance of autoethnography. In this 
chapter, I exposed my vulnerabilities with regard to doing sexuality work and what 
this could mean for other queer and sexuality writers. I provided honest examples of 
such ‘failures’. The raw examples that I offered detailed some of the implications 
that I encountered when doing ‘risky’ and stigmatizing research, providing an indi-
vidual and personal reflective account to elucidate and make sense of such ‘fail-
ures’. These experiences of mine are likely to resonate with other like-minded queer 
writers’ similar incidents. The raw experiences that I provide include falling in love 
with respondents, which meant that I momentarily ‘failed’ to adhere to the profes-
sional researcher role/script to sustain sheer objectivity. I used autoethnography to 
speak about my subjective and personal experiences that elucidated how I ‘failed’ 
to draw strict boundaries between researcher and participant. As Altork (1995, 
p. 120) argues, ‘all relationships and events with which we are involved in the field 
change us in subtle ways and affect the way we perceive, and write about, the field’. 
By talking about my own experiences and feelings of love in the field, I am able to 

6 Doing the Unconventional, Doing ‘Dirty’ Work: The Stigmatization of Sexuality…



144

offer a more transparent and honest account of my research and the processes by 
which I reached my conclusions in my work. I argue that it is possible to write from 
both our heads and hearts, rather than solely from the former because we are pres-
sured from institutions to sustain sheer ‘objectivity’ (also known as institutional 
‘evil’) when that may not always be possible to do given that human values always 
enter at the beginning and the end of research. Human values are present when we 
interview participants. I argue that, in sexuality work, the process of interviewing 
participants is a creative space. Interviews, whether online or offline, are spaces 
where subjectivities are actively created. Plummer (1995) argues that interviews are 
best conceived as performative collaborations since both the researcher and the 
respondent have the capacity to shape the encounter. Emotions and feelings are cre-
ated during interviews with participants.

As bell hooks (1989 [2015]) profoundly reminds us:

The longing to tell one’s story and the process of telling is symbolically a gesture of longing 
to recover the past in such a way that one experiences both a sense of reunion and a sense 
of release. (p. 265)

For me, by using hindsight to relive the memories that I share in this book chap-
ter, I momentarily recaptured the feelings of love. I resurrected those feelings and 
emotions. It had been so long. The need to remember and temporarily hold onto that 
feeling of love and what it taught me has been all the more important. It has allowed 
me to emotionally protect myself in the future when doing further queer work with 
human participants and to try to stick to the ‘professional’ researcher role/script as 
best that I could so that I do not get emotionally hurt. Reflecting on my history, past 
experiences and biography allowed me to see love from a dissimilar perspective, 
notably from a liberal Islamic perspective with the use of my unmoving faith, to use 
this perspective/knowledge for self-growth and transformation in a productive way. 
It reproduces love, a love that is unbreakable by evil. Writing saved me; it rescued 
that young, naïve and hopelessly romantic queer writer from being uncared for. 
Using hindsight formed part of therapy through words. These words I shared healed 
my broken heart, making it whole again to making it possible to truly love myself 
first and to not let ‘evil’ hinder self-love.
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Chapter 7
Qualities of Communication Failures 
in Hierarchical Relationships: 
A Theoretical Model for Conflict 
Prevention

Maike Baumann

Abstract Many social relationships people engage in are hierarchically structured, 
such as boss–employee, doctor/therapist–patient or teacher–pupil. Reasons to 
assign a leading role to one party in an interpersonal relationship can include 
advanced knowledge or expertise, seniority, agreement and ownership or control of 
resources. Differences in hierarchical status lead to particular expectations of and 
specific responsibilities assigned to the involved parties. The expectations include 
qualities of interaction, responsibilities, the other’s value system and, consequently, 
the other’s behaviour as well as assumptions concerning the other party’s expecta-
tions (i.e. expectations of second and third order). During communication the differ-
ent agents often assume divergent appraisals and expectations as obvious and do not 
share these presuppositions explicitly. In addition, cognitive biases can be expected 
to systematically influence the social behaviour of all parties involved without the 
interacting people being fully aware of them. As a consequence, communication 
failures and different qualities of conflict can be expected to (re)occur frequently in 
hierarchical social relationships. In this chapter a model of communication failures 
in hierarchical relationships within Western cultures is proposed. This model can be 
useful for teaching purposes to prevent conflict in, for instance, medical or educa-
tional contexts. In addition, the proposed model helps in analysing existing conflict 
dynamics and repeatedly occurring conflicts with the goal of enabling the develop-
ment of understanding and a change of behaviour. The model uses insights from a 
systemic approach on human communication, research on cognitive biases as well 
as motivational psychology and research on the interrelation of emotions, stress and 
coping behaviour.
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7.1  Introduction

In this chapter, a model of communication failures in hierarchical social relation-
ships within Western cultures is proposed. I will first introduce my understanding of 
communication and communication failures and from that infer the motivation 
for the development of the model. I will then briefly discuss the basic theoretical 
background of the model with regard to the interrelation of emotions, stress and 
coping behaviour in contexts of social relating. Finally I will present the actual 
model and point out practical applications as well as its limits.

The model has a strong theoretical motivation. Besides it is based on a series of 
semi-structured expert interviews. These interviews showed strong indications 
that conflicts between people in certain hierarchical social relationships have a high 
likeliness to develop characteristic emotional and behavioural qualities. The special 
type of conflict that is being modelled seems to repeatedly occur in distinct hierar-
chical social relations and may be understood as consequences to communication 
failures.

The experts for the interviews were chosen based on their professional abilities 
and experiences, and the interviews were conducted via telephone over the course 
of 1 week. The answers were recorded in written form, and the data was anony-
mized, which all experts were aware of in advance. The experts did not receive any 
compensation for their participation. All experts held a professional qualification in 
methods of conflict resolution. Their average number of years in practice was 18.3 
with a range of 6–36 years of experience. The main fields of practice were the medi-
cal sector and business mediation in companies ranging from small local companies 
to international companies. All experts had a German background.

7.2  Theoretical Background

7.2.1  Communication and Communication Failures

The concept of communication is a highly complex one, and in trying to reach a 
general definition, a very diverse range of approaches may be found. For an overview 
on the different lines of discussion, see, for example, Griffin (2012) or Shepherd 
et al. (2006). Adopting a systemic view upon communication, it may be understood 
as a series of interpersonal feedback loops as each person within this certain context 
of interpersonal exchange is affected by the behaviour of each other person (cf. 
Watzlawick et  al. 2011). Speech may be understood as one possible behavioural 
option within the context of interpersonal communication. Besides any interpersonal 
communication “is largely influenced by, and in turn influences, the context in which 
their interaction takes place” (Watzlawick et al. 2011, p. 18). So the phenomenon of 
communication may be understood as “the observable vehicle of manifestations of 
relationships” within certain interactional contexts (cf. Watzlawick et  al. 2011). 
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Accepting these assumptions, any communication at any time is always a complex 
systemic happening and should take contextual as well as inter- and intrapersonal 
factors such as social relations and emotional reactions into account. Thus under-
standing communication as an intentional process of relating (Condit 2006), I 
understand communication failures as unintended relational outcomes.

So if any communication is entered with the intent to influence a certain social 
relationship according to the acting person’s relational goals, experiences of conflict 
due to diverging goals, misunderstandings, situational factors or else may be 
expected to occur on a regular basis.

7.2.2  Appraisal, Stress, Emotion and Failing Communication

Experiences made are constantly being appraised by the experiencer, and due to the 
appraisal, certain emotional and emotivational reactions are elicited. The process of 
appraisal is a rapid, at least two-stage process, resulting in a certain emotional state, 
creating a certain action readiness. Frijda and Scherer (2009) proposed a description 
of the entanglement of appraisal and emotion when describing the four major 
functions of emotions. They are cited in short by Scherer and Moors (2019, p. 721) 
describing a framework for an emotion episode as follows:

(a) The appraisal of events that happen to us in terms of their relevance and consequences 
for our needs, plans, and values (elicitation of an emotion episode); (b) the preparation of 
action appropriate for dealing with or adapting to these events both mentally, in the form of 
states of action readiness or action tendencies, and physically, in the form of physiological 
responses; (c) the integration of information acquired from these two steps into a central 
representation that allows monitoring and regulation of the potential responses; and (d) 
often, although not always the categorization and communication of the emotion episode to 
other people.

For an overview on the interconnection of human appraisal and emotions, see 
also Scherer et al. (2001) and Scherer and Moors (2019).

Unintended relational outcomes might come expected or unexpected to the com-
municating agents. To fall short of reaching intended relational outcomes has a high 
probability of eliciting certain rather negative qualities of emotional reactions, such 
as anger and the experience of frustration and stress (Lazarus 2001; Roseman 2001). 
The exact quality of the emotional experience is mediated by the degree of expec-
tancy (Roseman 2001) and the individual socialization-dependent evaluation for 
that particular relational experience elicited by the communication. Unexpected 
outcomes elicit a state of surprise, followed by a general orientation reaction and 
reach a final emotional valence only after a second situational appraisal by the com-
municator (cf. Meyer et al. 1997; Reisenzein and Meyer 2009), with a tendency to 
an initial slightly negative emotional state (Noordewier and Breugelmans 2013).

Unintended but expected outcomes on the other hand might elicit a whole range 
of different emotional reactions. It may be concluded that, independent from the 
communicators expectancies, the quality of the final emotional state following a 
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communication failure depends on the individual evaluation of the entire situation, 
including social information internalized during the interacting parties socialization.

According to Lazarus’ revised model of stress and coping (Lazarus 2001), emo-
tions depend on relational meanings of person–environment relationships and the 
personal significance assigned. In his model, person and environment variables, 
including personal goals, get appraised in a two-step process by the acting person, 
resulting finally in a discrete emotional state. During the first stage of appraisal, 
the relational meaning assigned may cause psychological stress and coping 
behaviour, resulting in a second appraisal, finally causing a discrete emotional 
stage. Psychological stress, resulting in coping behaviour, is defined by Lazarus and 
Folkman (1984) as “constantly changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage 
specific external and/or internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding 
the resources of the person” (p. 141).

7.2.2.1  The Culture-Dependent Nature of Emotions

Emotions and their display in communication underlie cultural and thereby social-
izational restrictions, so-called feeling rules and display rules (Hochschildt 1983). 
In consequence a model of communication failures that includes the communicator´s 
emotional reactions and behavioural impulses will be confined by these culture- 
bound emotional feeling- and display rules (for a comparison on individualistic and 
collectivistic cultures’ feeling rules, see Eid and Diener 2009).

So the emotional valence and the exact discrete emotion that evolves in 
consequence to a communication failure may be expected to be influenced by the 
communicator’s socialization. In turn the feeling rules will limit the possible range 
of imaginable appraisals.

Any model on communication failures, considering certain qualities of emo-
tional and consecutively behavioural reactions, is automatically a culture-bound 
model and is dependent on the cultural frame of reference that was chosen for data 
acquisition. As the database for the model proposed is concerned purely with experts 
from an individualistic Western culture (Germany), referring to the great majority of 
cases to conflict parties from individualistic Western cultures (Europe and the USA), 
the scope of the model is bound to that particular cultural frame of reference, 
although the basic modelling assumptions might be used to adapt the model to dif-
ferent cultural frames of reference on a corresponding database.

7.2.3  Hierarchical Social Relationships

A very common context where communication failures arise on a regular basis is 
social contexts where one agent is in need of the help of another agent. Such con-
texts put the helping agent in a more powerful position than the person in search for 
help. Such relationships may be characterised as “intense, non-reciprocal relation-
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ships involving inherent power-imbalances” (Silver 1999). To name just a few, such 
helping relations may be found, for example, in juridical contexts, in pedagogical 
contexts or in medical contexts. In addition such contexts often concern complex 
matters where highly relevant values such as life and death or freedom are at stake. 
Also such helping relations often require a long period of repeated interaction and 
communication, leaving plenty options for unintended relational outcomes.

The high frequency of communicative failures, for example, in medical contexts 
is mirrored in institutionalized clinical ethics committees. According to empirical 
data, the majority of cases clinical ethics committees in different Western cultures 
are confronted with are concerned with patients or patient’s relatives who are feel-
ing troubled by treatment decisions or the behaviour of members of the clinical staff.

Another group of cases are concerned with medical staff seeking advice from 
clinical ethics committees in cases where patients seem to act in a self-harming and 
irrational way or are showing non-compliant and reactant behaviour (cf. Seifart 
et al. 2016; Breslin et al. 2005). Both types of conflict may be understood to arise 
from unintended relational outcomes, such as feeling neglected by the other agent, 
interpreting the other agent’s behaviour as threat or perceiving the other agent as 
incompetent or lazy in respect to the joint goal, instead of the expected cooperative 
and helpful experience. So in order to analyse communication failures, such hier-
archical social helping contexts seem to be a good choice. A subsequent in-depth 
literature search on models of communication failures in such hierarchical social 
contexts did not produce any comprehensive model.

In order to gather a database, highly experienced professional conflict facilitators 
were interviewed, and a series of seven qualitative semi-structured expert interviews 
was conducted. These showed strong indications that conflicts between people in 
hierarchical social relationships have a high likeliness to develop characteristic 
emotional and behavioural qualities.

7.2.3.1  Characteristics of the Major–Minor Relationship

While hierarchical human relations and social dependency dynamics are ubiquitous 
in everyday life and clearly form an interesting and active field of research, I will 
restrict myself in the following to the particular type of helping relationships 
indicated above. To underline the imbalance of power within these relationships, I 
name such relationships “major–minor relationships”. Thereby I am following the 
tradition in drama, being a context playing with motive of imbalances of social 
power, to describe the more powerful, leading character as major and the following 
character as minor. The major–minor relationships in social contexts which I am 
taking into focus always include a minor actively choosing a major to assist him and 
to collaborate with him to reach a predefined goal of the minor.

In major–minor relationships, it is typically agreed upon that the major receives 
some sort of compensation for his efforts. The compensation can be made by the 
minor himself and/or by a third party (insurance, government, relatives, etc.) and 
can be of different qualities (e.g. money, work, favours, assistance, gratitude, etc.). 
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The relationship ends or loses its particular status as a major–minor relationship (a) 
in case of final success or final failure concerning the minor’s goal, (b) when one of 
the agents actively cancels the agreement or (c) in case of death of one of the agents 
(note that the definition of success and failure concerning the minor’s goal may dif-
fer depending on the major’s or the minor’s point of view). Major–minor relation-
ships can be found in many different areas of society. Consider the following 
examples for illustration: healthcare professional–patient, lawyer–client, architect–
client, coach–coachee, teacher–student, social worker–client, financial advisor–
investor, etc.; but also social relations such as volunteer–displaced person or 
priest–faithful can be understood as major–minor relationships. Major–minor rela-
tionships often underlie at least partly legal constraints concerning rights and duties 
of both agents as well as definitions concerning the scope of the major’s expertise.

In summary, major–minor relationships are typically initiated by the minor find-
ing himself unable to satisfy a relevant need by his own efforts and seeking assis-
tance of the major. The major is expected to possess a special expertise enabling 
him to assist the minor to satisfy the need in question. The major actively rejects or 
accepts the assignment. In case the major accepts the assignment, he implicitly 
agrees to help the minor regarding his need and in consequence takes on a part of 
the responsibility to reach this goal (or at least what the major understands the 
minor’s goal should be). Hence this agreement implies a certain degree of goal- 
related cooperation. Understanding cooperative situations as possible conflict situ-
ations, I apply the basic principle from conflict research that the relevance a party 
assigns to the outcome of a conflict for himself has predictive value to that agent’s 
conflict behaviour. Integrating this basic idea of dual concern models of conflict 
(cf. Hall 1969; Pruitt and Rubin 1986) and Tuomelas analysis of cooperation as 
joint action (2010), as well as research on reciprocity and the impact of the fairness 
norm on human cooperation and interaction (cf. De Cremer and Tyler 2007), dif-
ferent interactional outcomes may be expected when two parties are working by 
agreement on the same goal and possibly assign different degrees of relevance to 
the joint goal. Each party may assign high or low relevance to the joint goal such 
that a 2 × 2 matrix can visualize the possible goal-directed interactional outcomes 
as illustrated in Table 7.1.

Major–minor relationships easily develop characteristics of parentalistic rela-
tionships (e.g. Strauss 1987) as in many cases the major takes over at least part of 
the responsibility for certain aspects of the minor’s current situation in life. 
Parentalistic tendencies of major’s are no necessary part of major-minor relation-
ships and stand in opposition to the fundamental freedom rights of any human 
being. The frequent occurence of parentalistic tendencies of major’s in major-minor 
relationships  is rightfully followed by continuous legislation processes to restrict 
such behavioural tendencies of major’s (cf. patient’s rights legislation, legislation 
concerning informed consent, etc.) thus illustrating a quality of an unintended rela-
tional outcome in major-minor relationships occurring so often that it’s increasingly 
regulated by law.
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In case of a newly established major–minor relationship, both interacting parties 
may expect that the relationship will be characterized by a cooperative quality as 
illustrated in Table 7.1, field D, as both parties may expect the other to assign high 
relevance to the joint goal as the goal itself is a defining criteria of the relationship 
they entered in: A preexisting goal orientation of the minor was his reason to seek 
out the major’s assistance in the first place, and the major actively agreed to 
cooperate.

The exact procedure and frequency a specific cooperation takes are sometimes 
legally predefined (e.g. in psychotherapy or school) and sometimes defined pri-
vately by the two agents (e.g. at an architect’s office). In case the exact definition of 
the minor’s goal is not discussed explicitly and fixed in a precise contract, conflicts 
are very likely to occur quickly. Also important to note is the fact that during the 
process of goal approach, the interpretation of the goal and also the commitment to 
the goal might change on each side (major/minor) compared to the time when the 
cooperation was decided upon.

Table 7.1 The goal-orientation/cooperation-matrix: when two parties are assigned to work 
together on the same goal, the quality of cooperation to be expected is understood as dependent 
upon each party’s subjectively assigned relevance of the goal itself (authors own construction)

Self

assigns 
low/no rel-
evance to 
goal 

no cooparation

no goal directed behaviour

possibly no social interaction with 
each other

feelings of shame/guilt possible in case of 
violation of personal values or of 3rd par-
ty’s interests due to own lack of action 

joint goal assignment followed by joint 
inactivity creates social bond

no cooperation, 

no goal-oriented behaviour of Self / 
goal-oriented behaviour of Other

Self possibly feels socially stressed by Other 
(due to active pressing behaviour and/or experi-
ences shame/guilt) and avoids contact

Fairness norm might lead to reactive goal relat-
ed inactivity by Other

Estrangement/social distance

CONFLICT

assigns 
high rele-
vance to 
goal

no cooperation,

Goal-oriented behaviour by Self / 
no goal-oriented behaviour by 

Other

Self might execute pressure on Other to 
perform

Self might feel morally superior to Other 
and proud of own performance

Fairness norm might lead to reactive goal-
related inactivity by Self

Estrangement/social distance

CONFLICT

direct and/or indirect cooperation 

both parties invest in goal as much as 
they are able to

social differences may be put asside for duration 
of task fulfillment 

collective and shared proudness of successes

possibly team performance is experienced as
more effective and satisfying than single per-
formance 

team experience builds up trust, confidence and 
social cohesion 

A

DC

B
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7.2.4  Theoretical Background in Attribution Theory 
and Cognitive Biases

The model proposed below assumes several additional variables that are expected to 
influence the quality of the agents’ cooperational experience of the major–minor 
relationship.

These variables are seen as determinants to both parties’ qualitative overall eval-
uation of the other agent’s behaviour, their respective emotional reactions to this 
evaluation and the following impulses to react to each other while cooperating on 
behalf of the minor’s predefined goal. The determinants are chosen with regard to 
research on (a) goal-directed behaviour indicating the relevance of expected success 
or failure for goal-directed behaviour and (b) attribution theory predicting certain 
social interactive consequences depending on the attributed wilfulness of action of 
a social partner. On the influences of sociolinguistic discourse studies on conflict 
communication and pragmatic failure, I unfortunately cannot elaborate on in the 
scope of this chapter.

Ad a) Goal attainment processes are highly complex and underlie several internal 
and external factors. For a summary see Locke and Latham (2002) and Monzani 
et al. (2015). For the modelling purpose, I focus on the concept of goal expectancy 
as the assigned probability of goal achievement or the individual’s evaluation 
whether the desired state can be reached through action (cf. Liberman and Förster 
2008). In cases of high levels of expectancy, individuals actively invest effort in 
their goal and show high goal commitment. On the opposite, with a low expectancy 
of success, people tend to abandon their goal and disengage (Carver and Scheier 
1998; Wortman and Brehm 1975).

Ad b) The human ability to detect intentionality can be proven in infancy already 
(i.a. Woodward 1999), and, depending on the assigned intentionality of an observed 
behaviour, different modes of explanation are ascribed (Malle 1999). “Events per-
ceived to be unintentional are explained by causes that mechanically brought about 
the event; those perceived to be intentional are typically explained by the agent’s 
reasons for acting” (Malle et al. 2007, p. 492). In goal related major–minor interac-
tions, I assume both agents to perceive the other’s actions as (intrinsically or extrin-
sically) motivated and therefore to be intentional. I thus expect the interacting agents 
to assume reasons as causes for each other’s actions, specifically the reasons of 
acting out of their own free will or of acting due to external stimuli. The so-called 
actor–observer asymmetry (Jones and Nisbett 1971) is a well-established bias 
hypothesis in social psychology. It states that people tend to explain their own 
behaviour with situational causes and other people’s behaviour with internal causes. 
This leads to people tending to underestimate situational influences on other 
people’s behaviour (Gilbert and Malone 1995; Jones and Nisbett 1971; Malle et al. 
2006). In the case of interpersonal conflict, I therefore assume the interacting agents 
to apply this bias in their attributions of the cause of another person’s actions.

To briefly sum up, the necessary determinants identified to model and predict 
major–minor relationships are:
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• Basic precondition for entering the particular hierarchical social interactive rela-
tionship at all

• Agreement of both agents to intentionally cooperate on behalf of minor’s goal 
(related to minors needs/personal values)

• Agreement that minor will compensate major’s investment (payment, work, etc.)

Relevant conditions during their cooperative process:

• Probability of success/failure of reaching the goal, individually assigned by each 
party

• Perceived wilfulness of the other agent’s actions on behalf of the predefined joint 
goal (intrinsically/extrinsically motivated)

• Fairness norm (internal evaluation of the other party’s effort to reach the joint 
goal as low investment/high investment)

7.2.5  Coping in Hierarchical Relationships

All goal pursuits can fail, and all cooperative relationships can lose their cooperative 
quality. As communication failures within a cooperative relationship is what the 
model focusses on and such failures imply the experience of stress, majors and 
minors are expected to show coping behaviour (see Sect. 2.2). Following Folkman 
and Lazarus (1990), the behavioural reaction to stress can be targeted on different 
aspects of the stressing experience. Reactions can be directed (a) at the emotional 
experience, (b) at the problem itself or (c) at the evaluative perspective taken.

In the particular dyadic constellation explored here, i.e. major–minor relation-
ships, the problem-oriented behavioural reaction to stress can concern different 
aspects of the situation, depending on the aspect in focus of the agent. Possible 
aspects facing the agents willing to cope in a problem-oriented fashion within this 
type of dyadic relation could be (a) goal-related, (b) related to the other agent’s 
behaviour or (c) related to external factors that are assumed to influence the 
other agent.

Possible starting points for emotional coping may be to offer assistance to the 
other agent for interpersonal emotional regulation or to aim for self-caring behav-
iour and intrapersonal emotional regulation. A third option, namely, the option to 
cope with the situation by re-evaluation of the situation, in principle also exists. 
Mediation itself can be understood as one type of evaluative coping as it is a highly 
structured procedure aiming to reach a re-evaluation/reframing of a conflict situa-
tion in a stuck state. In a further step, this re-evaluation can then be helpful for all 
participants in the conflict to generate new interactive behavioural options. Even 
though I understand such an evaluative coping in a structured form as the prime 
option to solve a stressful interpersonal conflict experience, I will not explore such 
behavioural impulses further within the model below, because the model is sup-
posed to describe qualities of stuck state experiences.
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Table 7.2 Different types of dyadic coping in major–minor relationship (authors own construction)

Coping style Behavioural examples

Emotional 
coping

Interpersonal emotional 
regulation (ECO)

Caring, comforting

Intrapersonal emotional 
regulation/self-care (ECS)

Withdrawal, relaxing, distraction, let oneself 
be comforted

Problem- 
oriented 
coping

Goal-oriented coping (PCG) + Work extra hard, invest more resources
− Reduce own investment in goal

Coping behaviour oriented to the 
other agent’s goal-related 
behaviour (PCO)

+ Explain, motivate, install incentives
− Execute behaviour control, reprimand 

other agent, terminate contract
Coping behaviour oriented to 
external factors (PCE)

+ Call third party in to execute control/
force, reinforce third party, install 
distractors

− Tell third party off, reduce distractors
Evaluative 
coping

Re-evaluation/reframing (EvC) Find new and stress-reducing interpretations 
on levels of emotion, other, self, external 
factors, definition of goal, evaluation of 
outcome, etc.

For an overview of the different coping options in the dyadic constellation of a 
major–minor relationship, different to re-evaluative coping strategies, see Table 7.2.

Coping behaviour as part of the individual’s emotional regulatory processes and 
as part of the possible behavioural options in social relationships also should be 
expected to underlie at least partly culture-bound socializational factors. The actual 
behavioural examples given in Table 7.2 have also been derived from a Western 
cultural frame of reference and should be reviewed before applying the model to 
different cultural contexts.

7.3  A Model of the Qualities of Communication Failures 
in Major–Minor Relationships

As presented in Sect. 2.3.1, in the ideal case, a major–minor relationship forms 
when both parties see a good chance for an interaction of type D (compare Table 7.1) 
before agreeing on a collaboration. I will therefore assume in the following that this 
is indeed the case in all major–minor relationships.

In order to actually predict the possible interactional qualities in major–minor 
relationships, including different conflict experiences, I suggest to put the three 
conditions identified in Sect. 2.4 as variables in relation to each other. We can then 
identify eight different interactional qualities, as shown in Figs. 7.1 and 7.2. Note 
that Figs. 7.1 and 7.2 essentially represent similar information but differ with respect 
to the point of view taken, i.e. the minor’s and major’s interpretative perspectives of 
the other agent’s qualitative influence on the cooperational experience. Figure 7.1 
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presents the major’s view on the minor’s goal-related behaviour, while Fig.  7.2 
shows the minor’s view on the major’s goal-related behaviour.

The first variable included is the influence of the expected overall success/fail-
ure: Each of the interacting agents is to be expected to have a private opinion on 
whether the whole project is more likely to succeed or more likely to fail in the end, 
compared to a private standard of success. Very often neither this first appraisal nor 
the private standard of success is communicated openly between major and minor 
prior to the process of collaboration. It is well-known from coping research that in 
steps of secondary appraisal, the attributed likeliness of success of an action is 
essential for the actual selection of an action, and I assume this to be highly relevant 
in major–minor relationships as well. The influence of the expected overall success/
failure is represented at the very bottom of the model in Figs. 7.1 and 7.2.

The second necessary variable is the appraisal of the other agent’s behaviour as 
either low-investing or as high-investing goal-oriented behaviour. Again, the 
appraisal process is generally kept private and follows individual standards which 
usually are not communicated openly to each other. This second variable, indicating 
the appraisal of the other’s quality of investment in the joint goal, can be found at 
the very top of the model in Figs. 7.1 and 7.2.

The third variable included in the model is the locus of behavioural control one 
agent attributes to the other agent. The other agent’s actions can be interpreted either 
as wilful actions (intrinsic motivation) or as externally motivated actions (extrinsic 
motivation). The variable representing the motivational quality of the other’s actions 
is located on the left of the model in Figs. 7.1 and 7.2.

On the right-hand side of the model, I include reading information for the different 
lettering (bold, italics, capitals) within the central panels of the model.

The qualitatively distinct emotional reactions deduced in the central panels of the 
model together with the evaluative judgements are derived partially from the expert 
interviews mentioned in the introduction, are in line with my own professional 
experience and are theoretically based on current research on emotions in conflict. 
Distinct emotional involvement is generally understood as an inevitable part of 
social conflict experiences (for an overview on emotions in conflict communication, 
compare Jones 2000; Jones and Bodtker 2001; Bodtker and Jameson 2001 and 
Jones 2006).

Comparing the minor’s and the major’s evaluations and points of view concern-
ing each other’s behaviour, we can qualitatively model the communicative failures 
named by the experts in conflict mediation who were interviewed previously as 
noted in the introduction.

Note that the assumption made above, that the interacting agents generally tend 
to keep their attributions, appraisals and opinions on each other’s behaviour to 
themselves, is in line with the vicious circle of conflict communication described by 
Schulz von Thun (2008) as well as with the systemic concept on expectations of 
second and third order (cf. von Schlippe and Schweitzer 2012, p. 116) as a cause of 
conflict and communicative failures. From a developmental point of view, keeping 
emotionally arousing information to oneself is actually a behaviour to be generally 
expected from late childhood on, as the acquisition of sufficient strategies for emo-
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tional regulations is an important developmental task during middle childhood. 
From that age onwards, true information on one’s emotional state is mostly kept 
private, except in situations of reciprocal emotional exchange with close friends and 
family members and in exceptional emotionally overwhelming situations (cf. von 
Salisch 2002).

7.4  Applications and Conclusion

Although this model of major–minor communication failures is culture-bound, it 
has a broad scope of application, as we can expect as many major–minor communi-
cations failures as there are major–minor relationships in the first place. The model 
was primarily developed to be used in the context of medical care, notably to facili-
tate conflict resolution processes brought in front of medical ethics committees. By 
analysing such high conflicting relationships in medical care contexts, it became 
obvious that this specific kind of relationship, namely, a major–minor relation, can 
be found in numerous contexts of human interaction. Consequently, the scope of the 
model has been extended to include all major–minor relations. The model can then 
be used in communication training in a professional setting for all occupations that 
leads to the adoption of a major position in professional interaction (attorneys, man-
agers, medical staff, therapists, counsellors, teachers, social workers, architects, 
consultants, etc.). The knowledge of the different qualities of communication fail-
ures can help to avoid them in the first place. In case of conflict, the model can also 
further an understanding of the different qualities of conflict experiences and it is 
possible to use the model components as starting points for conflict resolution: To 
lay open one’s standard of perfection, to name one’s goal expectations, to disclose 
one’s opinion of the other agent’s quality of action or to question one’s locus of 
behavioural control can all be starting points to a re-evaluation of situational factors, 
of expectations and of the adequateness of one’s own experience of communicative 
failure. By understanding possible conflict dynamics in advance, the model also 
enables majors and minors to clarify their points of view even before entering a 
cooperation and thereby to reduce possible nuclei of communication failures. The 
model can therefore be seen as having as its purpose such diverse aspects as conflict 
prevention, conflict resolution, self-reflection as well as mentoring, supervision and 
professional conflict resolution processes like mediation.
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Chapter 8
On Being “Outside the Box” or Being 
“Inside”: Intercultural Communication, 
Relationship-Building and Identity 
Ascription Failures

Claude-Hélène Mayer and Lolo Jacques Mayer

Abstract In this chapter, the authors present an ethnographic case study which 
refers to the experience of failure in intercultural communication and relationship- 
building for members of different cultural and racial groups within a specifically 
selected public space in South Africa. The authors focus on concepts of erroneous 
identity ascriptions, intersectionalities and power which respond to the question 
“Who am I?” in a specific socio-cultural context. The aim of the chapter is to explore 
ascribed identities and their erroneous potential on a micro-level of intercultural 
interaction observed in a public municipal swimming pool. The consequences of 
failure in intercultural communication, relationship-building and ascribed errone-
ous identity intersectionalities are reflected. The research methodology used is an 
ethnographic description of observations and narrations of experiences within the 
specific cultural context, using a qualitative case study approach. Findings show 
that failed intercultural communication and ascribing identities in intercultural con-
texts can lead to erroneous assumptions about “the other”, interwoven in conscious 
and unconscious discourses of race, power and accessibility to resources—which 
contribute to the failure of employee–client relationship-building in intercultural 
public spaces. Conclusions are drawn, and the discussion explores how to transform 
failure and errors in the described context. Recommendations for future research 
and peaceful intercultural practice in public spaces in multicultural societies are 
presented.
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8.1  Introduction

Many research studies have pointed out that in a dynamic and rapidly changing, 
globalised work environment, flexible identity creations have increased in impor-
tance (Mayer and Flotman 2017). To create identity and to respond to the question 
“Who am I?” in changing contexts, it appears that reflection and critical new dis-
courses within and transecting cultural contexts is needed (Cruz and Sonn 2014; 
Mayer 2015), not the least of which includes the recovering of critical, intercultural 
self-reflexivity (Bhabha 2015).

In this chapter, an ethnographic case study which takes place in a South African 
organisational public space is presented, and ethnographic observations with regard 
to identity creation in a post-apartheid public municipal space are described. Identity 
is thereby viewed, according to Ting-Toomey (2017), as multifaceted, including 
cultural, ethnical, spiritual, religious, social, class, gender, age, sexual orientation, 
professional, family and relational roles and markers, as well as personal images 
based on a mutual meaning-construction level. It is further assumed that individuals 
create their identities through socio-cultural learning, interactions and lifelong 
experiences and that identity tensions are experienced when crossing cultural 
boundaries (Ting-Toomey 2017).

The aim of this chapter is to explore intersectionalities of identity markers of a 
black, gifted, adopted young South African–German boy in a specific South African 
context. The intersectional perspective implies the assumption that intersecting 
social identities and relations such as race, gender and sexual orientation are inter-
woven in complex ways and that they are influenced by and influence systems of 
oppression, domination and discrimination (Weber and Parra-Medina 2003). 
Additionally, the intersectional perspective emphasises that identity markers, as 
described above, are to be viewed, understood and analysed as combined categories, 
since all the different identity markers are experienced simultaneously within the 
individual person (West and Fenstermarker 1996). Research on intersectionalities of 
race and gender has, for example, pointed out in the South African context that 
black women aim at creating new individualised intersecting identities, while in 
practice often previous categories influenced by apartheid concepts and concepts of 
inferiority and feelings of racial oppression are still valid (Mayer 2017). Oostendorp 
and Jones (2015) note that in South African workplaces, tense, ambivalent and con-
tradictory identities are created which relate more to racial group membership and 
belonging than to individualised characteristics. This shows that racial and gender 
group belonging has not yet been transformed in the workplaces and that more 
research is needed in post-apartheid South Africa to improve the understanding of 
the interplay of intersectionalities in the contemporary society (Nkomo 2015; Mayer 

C.-H. Mayer and L. J. Mayer



165

2017). Experiences observed on the micro-level, which are connected to macro- and 
meso-level experiences within the South African municipal organisational context 
and society, are described in this book chapter.

The authors present the case of selected experiences of a mother and her son 
made in a predominantly middle-class South African suburb in one of the largest 
cities in the country. Thereby, the authors mainly describe the micro-level interper-
sonal communication between a young boy and his mother in interpersonal contact 
with the professional deputy manager of a municipal swimming pool. After intro-
ducing the setting, the context and the entry situation, the authors describe observa-
tions made from two perspectives: from a white, female, middle-aged, middle-class 
German viewpoint of the adoptive mother of the boy and from a black, male, ado-
lescent, middle-class German–South African perspective, that of the adoptee.

Further, the authors analyse the observations made with reference to intersec-
tionalities such as nationality, age, gender, giftedness, adoptive mother–son rela-
tionship, bilingualism and biculturalism, religion, social class and belonging to 
majority or minority groups within a specific societal context. The authors show 
how these observations affect identity creation, belonging, marginalisation and 
exclusion—and thereby power, referring to the recent literature on culture, intersec-
tionalities and power (see Syed 2008; Syed and Özbilgin 2009; Mahadevan and 
Mayer 2017). The micro-level experiences in the organisational context of the 
municipal swimming pool as a service provider for the community, the clients and 
the observer are reflected within the broader organisational management context 
(meso-level) and the societal context (macro-level). These micro-level experiences 
take place in an intercultural setting.

Culture is here defined as “the coordination of meaning and action within a 
bounded group” (Bennett 2017). Interculture refers to the space in which members 
of the culturally bounded groups meet to create new meaning and action in the in- 
between of their cultural groups. The central concepts of failure and error are 
defined in the following paragraphs.

Failure in intercultural communication and in building trustful relationships is 
defined as a person not having succeeded in a particular communicative and 
relationship- building activity (modelled after Lingard et al. 2004). Failure, there-
fore, refers in this chapter to a lack of success in communicating and/or in building 
relationships. Failure in intercultural communication situations combined with 
erroneous ascriptions of identity classification can easily lead to a failure in building 
trustful intercultural employee–client relationships.

Errors are defined in this chapter as “mistakes” and can occur for different rea-
sons, such as a result of ignorance, a personal decision or preference, a habit, forget-
fulness, lack of awareness or similar psychological issues (defined in reference to 
Love et al. 2009). With regard to the concepts of error and identity, “erroneous iden-
tity ascriptions” are ascriptions of identity which contain references to identity 
markers or identity parts which do not agree with the self-descriptions of an indi-
vidual and are therefore perceived as mistaken. That does not mean that these 
ascriptions are false in an objective way but rather that they do not fit the  socio- cultural 
construction of “the other person” involved in the communicative interaction.
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Based on the described ethnographic observations, the authors respond to the 
question of how to define intersectional identities within this specific racial and 
power-related construction of identity and power based on clashing intersectionali-
ties. The experiences presented are discussed and explained in terms of how inter-
secting socio-cultural identities and relations are interwoven systems, relating to 
race, gender, age and religion (West and Fenstermaker 1996; Wells et  al. 2015; 
Mayer 2017). The authors also discuss their findings in the light of systems of 
oppression, domination and discrimination (McCall 2005; Weber and Parra-Medina 
2003; Mayer and Flotman 2017), as well as power and power inequalities.

The contribution of this chapter lies in the in-depth, rich descriptions and inter-
pretations of intersectionalities at play in a particular cultural context to provide the 
reader with new insights into categorical complexity (McCall 2005; Kerner 2012) 
and into the failure of intercultural communication and relationship-building 
involved. The chapter concludes by highlighting how erroneous ascriptions and fail-
ure of relationship-building can be used to turn the experiences into personal growth 
and self-development.

8.2  Erroneous Identity Ascriptions, Power and Failure 
of Intercultural Relationships

Identity discourses are manifold, interdisciplinary and intercultural (Bamberg et al. 
2011; Mayer 2008), and identity constructions in post-modern globalised societies 
have become highly complex and relevant in a world that consists of hybridity and 
multiplicity (Frost and Regher 2013; Jeldtoft and Nielsen 2014; Sveningsson and 
Alvesson 2003).

Identities are created through thoughts, perceptions, social and intra- psychological 
processes and ascriptions of self and others in interpersonal communication pro-
cesses and interactions (Mayer and Flotman 2017). Identity constructions are cre-
ated and re-created across the life span of an individual and are built on intrapersonal 
and interpersonal negotiations around the question of “Who am I?” by self and 
others (Mayer 2015). It follows that identity is always socio-culturally constructed 
and contextually embedded (Coté and Levine 2015) and individuals may use differ-
ent self-concepts of identity ascriptions derived from multifold memberships of dif-
ferent groups (Stets and Burke 2000). Sandhu and Higgins (2016) emphasise that 
identity ascriptions can only be comprehended fully when the context—particularly 
in post-colonial settings—is taken into account. In post-colonial contexts, identity 
ascriptions are built on labels of class, ethnicity, language and gender and can be 
countered with concepts of hybridity (Bhabha 2015). Referring to Said’s (1978) 
West and East construction of “self and other” (the West as the self, the East as the 
other), the self and the other can be regarded as similar in terms of Western–African 
relationships where the identity of “the West” (as self) was often reshaped by con-
structing the boundary of “the African” (the other). Post-colonial identity 
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 constructions and constructs of power are often connected to power relations and 
racial classifications, and this is particularly true for South African post-colonial, 
post- apartheid contexts (Mayer 2005).

Vargas and Kingsbury (2016) emphasise that racial identity ascriptions are often 
used in a reductionist way, although racial identity is a complex, multidimensional 
concept. This concept also needs social, cultural and contextual definitions of iden-
tity, to understand perceptions of race and membership in particular racial groups 
(van Heelsum and Koomen 2016). Debebe and Reinert (2014) point out that an 
approach to multiple identities and the ascriptions of “our whole selves” can support 
the understanding of self and others, particularly when it comes to professional 
identities and leadership roles. Mayer and Louw (2013) further highlight that par-
ticularly in management and organisations, identity topics become core issues of 
employee–leader and employee–client relationships, referring to discourses on 
diversity and standardisation (Frost and Regher 2013).

Particularly in intercultural and/or interracial interactions, false or erroneous 
identity ascriptions and declarations of forms of “otherness” combined with specific 
power ascriptions can lead to irritation, misunderstanding and conflicts (Ting- 
Toomey 2017). To transform “otherness” and erroneous identity ascriptions, 
Radford (2016) defines individuals who facilitate bridging differences between 
members of diverse cultural groups as “transversal enablers” (see Wise 2009). They 
usually contribute positively to intercultural communication scenarios and heighten 
the understanding across cultural divides.

Identity ascriptions in intercultural communication can either contribute to and 
affirm the identities individuals would like others to recognise in them, or else they 
contrast with self-identity ascriptions. Affirmative and successful negotiation of 
identity constructions might lead to the construction of mutually acceptable identi-
ties and requires a type of “competent facework” which includes the use of compe-
tent communicative strategies which neither threaten the identity of “the other” nor 
deconstruct “face” (Cumpach and Imahori 2005). Identity ascriptions that are con-
sidered false or erroneous might lead to constraints in relationship-building across 
cultural boundaries and can affect self-definitions and the negotiating of identities 
in intercultural communication situations.

These ascriptions might also explain intercultural communication failures and 
help to avoid them, since intercultural communication failures usually create imped-
iments to trust and relationship-building (Elo et  al. 2015). Further, intercultural 
communication failures can relate to false or erroneous identity ascriptions which 
are experienced as discriminating or stereotypic and even as failures of minority 
rights, diversification attempts and inclusiveness in certain group membership or on 
the macro-level of society.
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8.3  Methodology

The authors use a single case study design (Yin 2009) with an ethnographic, narrative 
approach to present, reflect, interpret and discuss the impact of the above- mentioned 
intersectionalities (McCall 2005) critically with regard to identity and power in the 
defined context. The case study is based on the social constructivist research para-
digm (Berger and Luckmann 1966) and assumes that culture is a learned social 
dimension in which meaning and sense-making are created and negotiated.

Through description and analysis of the ethnographic, personal experiences of 
two individuals in a specific socio-cultural context, this ethnography aims to under-
stand specified life experiences from contextual and cultural perspectives through 
personal narratives (Berry 2007; Ellis et al. 2010). The narratives draw on signifi-
cant, remembered moments in life (Denzin 1989) and open possibilities of identity 
development (Wood 2009) and learning through the experience of errors and failure.

Analysis of data uses the five-step model of Terre Blanche et al. (2006). The case 
description provides readers with references to intersectional identities and emic, 
in-depth perspectives, referring to selected cultural frames (Chang 2007; Denshire 
and Lee 2013). It then leads to the redefinition of error and failure towards personal 
growth, identity-building intersectionalities and the building of trusting relation-
ships across employee–client intercultural relationships.

Data was collected from the author’s participative observation at the swimming 
pool, as well as from interviews with the researched. One of the researchers had 
visited the pool on a daily basis for years, while the other researcher’s pool visits 
were more sporadic. However, both researchers were well known to the staff 
members.

8.4  Case Presentation

In the following, the case setting is described. This provides contextual information 
to understand the intersectionalities of cultural and power frames of analysis and 
interpretation, with regard to erroneous ascriptions of identity and failure of 
relationship-building.

K is a 10-year-old boy of black African origin1 and German and South African 
citizenship. He grew up bilingual, speaking English and German, and has lived in 
both Germany and South Africa for several years. K was adopted shortly after his 
birth in South Africa and since then grew up in a predominantly white German fam-

1 Black South African racial categorisations in South Africa include individuals with African, 
Coloured (mixed race) and Indian origin (SA Department of Labour 1998). Members of these 
groups are defined as members of “previously disadvantaged groups” owing to racial discrimina-
tion and segregation during apartheid and are currently empowered through structural and institu-
tional legal actions, for example, “Black Economic Empowerment” and “Affirmative Action”.
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ily, with an older sister and one younger brother. K, as a highly gifted learner, has 
already skipped three school classes during his school career. He is aware of his 
intellectual abilities. He does not enjoy social contact and prefers solitude and read-
ing. K’s adoptive mother, B, is a middle-aged white German woman who has lived 
in various African countries for over 13 years. She has worked as a professor at dif-
ferent universities in Germany and South Africa. K and B speak English as their 
language of communication and share an interest in theoretical discourses and 
reflections.

8.4.1  Setting

This case is anchored in post-apartheid South African society, which officially 
turned from an authoritative state of oppression and discrimination pre-1994 to a 
pluralistic, democratic society thereafter. Organisations have become key players in 
transforming the society—which had been built on racial separation, racial discrim-
ination and oppression (Cloete et al. 2015)—into a multicultural society which is 
based on equality and human rights.

In post-apartheid South Africa, governmental and municipal organisations such 
as the swimming pool service-provider in this study are classified as designated 
employers (SA Department of Labour 1998) and are legally bound to ensure diver-
sity and inclusion in annual employment equity plans (Council on Higher Education 
[CHE] 2015) which outline policies and practices to diversify demographics and 
facilitate inclusivity (Cloete et al. 2006). Accordingly, the staff members running 
the pool are exclusively of African origin.

However, according to the opinion of black members who took part in the study, 
transformation has scarcely taken place in South African organisations. They believe 
that white male employees stay in the positions of leadership, while black employ-
ees are workers, lacking education and career development opportunities (Mayer 
and Barnard 2015). This impression creates frustration, depression and anger within 
the society. A criticism levelled at organisations is that the focus is mainly based on 
changing “racial numbers” in Affirmative Action (AA) and Employment Equity 
(EE), instead of addressing issues of “de-racialization, de-colonialization, de- 
gendering and de-mascularization” (Badat 2016, p. 80). Therefore, it is necessary 
that discourses on transformation, race and gender open up to address the underly-
ing issues and emotions (Du Toit 2000).

8.4.2  Organisational Context and Interactions

The micro-level interactions described in this chapter took place over a period of 
5 years in the context of a municipal swimming pool which is open to the public, as 
well as to the national swim clubs which train for international competitions and 
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even for Olympia. The pool is located in the university area of one of the largest 
cities in the South Africa. The suburb is fairly multicultural and accommodates 
South African citizens from all cultural and racial backgrounds. The swimming pool 
is run by two black African male staff members and two assistants. The cleaning 
personnel are two black African women.

The pool itself is used during the week by predominantly white South African 
male and female clients of all ages. Usually, these swimmers train seriously for 
competitions, and one can even observe a prior Olympic swimmer training younger 
achieving swimmers. At the weekends and during the summer holidays, the pool is 
also used by black African clients (mainly children, adolescents and families) who 
use the pool primarily to “cool down”, to learn how to swim or for social gatherings, 
sometimes even for baptisms. Occasionally the police force trains the predomi-
nantly black African police members in the pool area. The same is true for a South 
African Airways company which trains flight attendants and service personnel in 
life-saving and swimming.

Observing the swimming pool facilities, it is clear that the pool was once a very 
modern, well-equipped training facility for high-level swimmers. During apartheid 
it was exclusively used by white swimmers. During the past years, the pool has 
become run-down; many parts of the pool area are broken or out-of-order, the heater 
does not usually work in winter owing to missing parts or unpaid electricity bills, 
the management frequently runs out of chlorine, and the hygienic situation is some-
times dubious. However, since no alternative pool exists nearby for training, clients 
continue to use this pool as a training facility and pay privately for heater repairs or 
missing chemicals, to enable themselves and their trainees to continue using 
the pool.

Since there is a significant lack of resources (electricity and chemicals) available, 
it seems as if the power has been moved away from the personnel and the munici-
pality to the privately paying swimming community who buy spare parts for main-
tenance. By providing private funds, the swimming clientele has gained in influence 
and has a say in the management of the pool (e.g. in terms of booking of swimming 
lanes and cleanliness). Accordingly, the management team of the pool experiences 
a lack of influence and ability to manage the pool, owing to the lack of resources 
from top management. The power of running the pool has shifted (at least covertly) 
back to the “white swimming community”, while the black management appears to 
be representing the post-apartheid state striving for equality and distributed power 
in terms of employment on the surface of the organisation and society.

8.4.3  Individual Interactions at the Pool

The described family members swim in the pool very often, most of the year on a 
daily basis. The presence of K in the pool, as a boy of black African descent, instantly 
caught the attention of the staff members and has become a major long- term inter-
cultural encounter. The development of this encounter can be divided into three 
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stages over 5 years, which are described below, and which include a shift of identity 
ascription and construction through intersectionalities which was clearly interre-
lated with a shift in power, and boundary shift of exclusion (“being outside the box”) 
and inclusion (“being inside the box”). The ascriptions of identity have been expe-
rienced by K and B as “failures in intercultural communication”, “errors of identity 
ascriptions” and “failure to manage employee–client relationships successfully”.

8.5  A Question of Belonging and the Failure of Erroneous 
Identity Ascriptions

During B and K’s first visits to the pool, the staff members observed the “strange 
couple” closely, since they did not seem to understand how the two—a black boy 
and a white woman—could belong together. At the entrance, the mother was repeat-
edly asked by the different male African staff members: “Do you pay for him?” “Are 
you here together?” “Does he belong to you?” The staff were obviously surprised 
by the interracial relationship.

The question about payment implicitly included the staff members’ assumption 
that “the woman invited the boy swimming; she probably doesn’t even know him 
well but wanted to do him a favour or teach swimming”. The staff member question-
ing the payment reduced the relationship of the woman and boy to the idea that it 
was built on a financial dependence only, a favour or an invitation owing to eco-
nomic resource or ability (swimming ability) inequalities, and it implied an ascribed 
difference of power and resources which was connected to the intersectionality of 
race, age, ascribed social strata and competence (swimming).

The staff members’ questioning of the belonging and the “being together” was 
based on difference in diversity markers which obviously could not be bridged in 
the mind through a more open understanding of existing relationships across racial 
groups. The idea of two individuals belonging together or of being “transversal 
enablers” (Radford 2016; Wise 2009) was far-fetched.

The “difference in thought” expressed a mindset of segregation and “inner apart-
heid”, a presumed segregation (Mayer 2005). K, who perceived himself as part of 
the family, felt irritated by the constant and continuing questioning of his space 
within the family and his belonging. He began to ignore the questions of the black 
male staff members by withdrawing from greeting or interacting with them in 
any way.

It was still during the first year that the female cleaning personnel approached the 
mother, B, to ask whether K “could not even speak Zulu”. B explained that K spoke 
German instead of an African language since he was a German citizen and had lived 
in Germany for some time. One of the female cleaners showed an expression of 
surprise, as if it was impossible that K—with his physical features—could learn 
German, and she said: “This is not possible. And why does he not speak Zulu?” The 
mother replied that K did not want to learn an African language which created even 
more upheaval.
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This interaction shows how physical, racial features were ascribed to the ability 
to learn or even to speak a certain language and how the intersections of race and 
language in terms of mother tongue were interconnected intersections in the mind 
of the female staff member. K felt that he was perceived as being “outside the box” 
since he could not fit the expectations of being a black South African boy from the 
perception of the black staff members, while he felt that he could not blend in with 
“being German” since he was “usually not perceived as German” based on his phys-
ical appearance. The errors of ascriptions of socio-cultural belonging, race and lan-
guage created a slight identity crisis and sense of resignation for K and resulted in a 
non-trusting interpersonal relationship, a kind of failed relationship from the per-
spective of K and B with regard to the pool personnel.

This socio-cultural ascription implied an “outside the box” phenomenon in terms 
of either racial belonging or language ability and created a feeling of disturbance in 
K which increased when staff members started to talk to K in their mother tongues, 
their African languages. K perceived this as arrogance and ignorance, since they 
knew he did not speak any African languages, and as an affront, particularly since 
they spoke English to his mother and did not expect her to speak any of the African 
languages (since she was white). B’s racial appearance put her into a space of 
accepted inability to understand or speak an African language, and nobody ques-
tioned her missing abilities. This was acceptable to the staff members, because the 
mother could stay “inside the box of being white, speaking a white language”, while 
K had crossed the boundaries through his intersecting identities and was assumed to 
be “outside the box”, because he was “white inside and black outside”. The failure 
of intercultural communication experienced by K and B (asking curiously private 
questions, questioning the relationship, the identity and the belonging of K and his 
language abilities) was experienced as “erroneous” and as a failure to build a profes-
sional, trustful employee–client relationship in a public setting beyond racial, social 
and language ascriptions. On the one hand, the error was mainly perceived as being 
based in the inability of staff members to develop a differentiated and intersecting 
image of an individual identity without using pre-assumed racial, apartheid-related 
categories. On the other hand, the hybridity inside the family was viewed as a chal-
lenge for the socio-cultural environment, particularly since it was combined with 
failure to comply with the values and social norms of the public utility.

8.6  Intercultural Communication: The Failure 
of Relationship-Building

During years 2–4 at the pool, K did not enjoy interaction with the pool’s staff mem-
bers since he felt unaccepted in terms of his intersectional identities. He refused to 
hold small talk with them, and he constantly refused to greet them. This caused 
considerable disruption for the black male staff members, and they showed their 
irritation openly: “Eh, wena, this boy! He is in a bad mood, this guy. He does not 
even greet. He has to greet people”. K kept on ignoring them, explaining that he 
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does not want to have to do anything with them. K’s behaviour could be interpreted 
as a protective measure to keep his intersecting identities intact which would not fit 
the socio-cultural expectations and racial ascriptions of the staff members. However, 
the staff members interpreted his behaviour as “ill-behaved, rude and impossible”, 
while his mother struggled to keep the social values and norms intact (“a boy has to 
greet elders and respect them”), as they were expected by the staff members. While 
B explained to K constantly that it was important that he kept the social norm and 
greeted the staff members to show them respect, she was constantly asked by the 
staff members to comment on K’s behaviour: “He must learn to greet people. As a 
boy you have to respect the adults and other people”.

K’s space of predefined socio-cultural norms was established (“children greet 
adults, children respect adults and greeting is a norm to show respect”), and the 
mother was expected to teach the boy the appropriate behaviour. While she overtly 
agreed with the statement and responded: “Yes, it is important to greet and respect 
each other”, she felt an intrapersonal attitude of solidarity with her son. She, how-
ever, understood that his behaviour of “not greeting” strengthened his position of 
“being outside the box”, outside the norm and not being part of their community 
(and traditional value set) of a black African male boy. By refusing to greet the staff 
members—who held the key to the entrance to the pool and thereby to the commu-
nities of white swimmers—K rejected fitting into the role as “a boy of their culture” 
and the expected, culturally normed behaviour. He had retracted into a position of 
complete resistance.

While the male staff members continued to emphasise that the mother should 
“teach him”, B continued to agree with them on the surface and felt unable to change 
the son’s attitude: an experience of failure as a mother. Not being able to recognise 
any improvement in behaviour in K over the years, the female cleaning personnel 
started to show solidarity with the mother and commented gently: “He is just a 
child. He will change when he grows up. You must teach him and pray for him, and 
he will be all right”.

Because the female staff members interpreted the situation of being “out of the 
hands of the mother”—and therefore being, in a sense, uncontrollable—they started 
to put K’s fate into the hands of God. They highlighted that “being a mother to this 
boy is not easy” while implying that the background of coming from two different 
racial, cultural and family backgrounds would make it almost impossible for the 
mother to bring him up in an “acceptable manner”. They implied that K would 
behave adequately if he had grown up in a black African community. A new space 
of power “outside the pool area boundaries” was created through the involvement of 
prayer and God, beyond human communication, interaction and influence to over-
come, in their terms, the failure of interracial family bonds.

K and B both felt unaccepted in their roles as mother and son, as well as in their 
holistic, multiple identities which were obviously not fitting with the racial and 
cultural categorisations of the staff members. They further interpreted the staff 
members’ behaviour as jealousy of K’s gained status of being “outside the box”, of 
being part of African and European cultural contexts and at the same time of “being 
within”, of being in a “power position” by being part of the community of (mainly 

8 On Being “Outside the Box” or Being “Inside”: Intercultural Communication…



174

white) swimmers in the pool area on a daily basis and thereby part of a community 
with “access to a potentially better life”.

By including God in this intercultural communication situation, the staff mem-
bers opened a new field of power, gave up responsibility for the communication 
failure and K’s behaviour and released themselves, as well as B, from the duty and 
responsibility to change “the unpleasant situation, the misbehaviour”.

8.7  Access and Exclusion: Failure in Reframing New Boxes

In year 5, the staff members had to maintain the pool during normal business hours 
when K and B were swimming. The deputy manager (DM) of the pool approached 
K while swimming, to “make space and swim in a different lane”. According to K, 
the DM spoke in “broken English” and “was not clear about his instructions”. 
Therefore, K decided to get into an argument with him, telling him that he was not 
giving clear instructions and therefore K would not change lanes.

K, who was in the water, and the DM who was standing at the shallow end of the 
pool’s edge argued loudly with each other. K seemed unimpressed by the DM’s 
threats, nor by his mother’s attempts to convince him to listen to the staff member 
for the sake of peace. The DM complained: “He is disrespectful and he does not 
listen and he disturbs our work”. The mother apologised for the misconduct and 
they left the pool. K pointed out that the DM “cannot speak English well, cannot 
give precise instructions and is just the DM”. With this statement, K drew a clear 
boundary between the DM and himself, highlighting the DM’s incompetence in 
failing to “speak the same language and giving clear and precise instructions with-
out accent”. K criticised the DM’s professional skills (his language competency) 
and his ability to conduct his work tasks professionally. Therefore, K, based on his 
position as being “outside the box in any way”, did not accept the DM’s instruc-
tions, considering him as “unskilled, unable to do his job and not on the same wave-
length”. By not taking any instructions, K changed the roles and placed the DM 
“outside the box of his professional tasks”, not accepting his professional role, 
reframing the categories of the DM’s identity from a professional to a non- 
professional without a say, without power. K changed the roles in that he was now 
the one “placing the other outside the box of professionalism”, thereby degrading 
and excluding the DM while implicitly highlighting his own “higher social status, 
higher educational standard and language competency” and his “arguing skills”. 
From the staff members’ perspectives, this type of behaviour from a boy towards an 
adult was rude, shameful and unacceptable.

On the next occasion that B and K visited the pool—this time with K’s siblings 
on a weekend when the pool users were of various racial origins—K was not allowed 
to enter the pool area owing to his previous misconduct. The DM said, “He is a very 
arrogant boy and he does not listen. He does not obey the rules and instructions and 
therefore he is not allowed in the pool area. The family can go in, but not him”.
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The DM had created a split between the family and K by using his power to 
control the entry (or non-entry) of clients to the pool. B said that she would not 
accept the splitting of the family and that she could not watch the siblings inside 
while watching K outside in the parking lot. Further, she said that she would not 
accept a racial divide of the family and that this racial split would “look strange” in 
the view of other pool guests. The DM then personally offered to “look after him” 
in the parking area (leaving his professional role as a DM), while the family could 
enjoy their swim. This split situation resulted in a limited access of K into the pool 
(who had gained the offer of a new male child-carer, almost as of an older brother 
or even a father) and a reframing of “insiders and outsiders” to the pool. The DM 
established himself as the guardian and child-carer (a black male father figure) of K 
outside of the pool area, establishing a new constellation of relationships between 
himself and K, almost like a family relationship. Thereby, K automatically became 
a member of the new constellation of in-groups who were now taking responsibility 
for him, splitting him off from his European family. K felt “awkward about this 
offer” since he would not accept the DM as a “person to look after me”.

The reframing of the intercultural relationship by limiting access and entry to the 
pool showed power and authority on a new (family) level. The offer to become the 
guardian of K outside the pool area showed a redefinition of relationship and an 
attempt to redefine roles and positions within the relationship constellation. K was 
placed “inside the box of black male staff members”, creating a new relationship 
line based on gender: a type of “father–son guardian relationship” through the dis-
play of power and authority from the male DM who aimed at establishing his 
authoritative role via this new family relationship offer, rather than through being a 
professional DM at a public pool. At the same time, at a deeper level, the DM pos-
sibly came closer to the European family through his establishment as “a black 
father”. However, K and the family did not accept the shift in power and relationship 
and interpreted the situation as an unprofessional attempt to reconstruct power rela-
tions through a misconducted, failed employee–client interaction.

While the family interpreted the entire situation as a failure in employee–client 
interaction terms, the pool staff members discussed the situation as one in which 
authority would have to be re-established by the pool area professionals, due to the 
fact that the mother could not manage to control K or teach him respectful behav-
iour and communication skills. This was interpreted as a failure of an interracial 
mother–son relationship and an erroneous way of educating and bringing up chil-
dren. This failure was interpreted as based on the differences of racial belonging of 
the mother and the child, and thereby as an expression of a necessary failure of 
interracial family relationships. The identity of the family members was reduced to 
their ascribed racial identities, to specific behavioural values and norms and specific 
role ascriptions in terms of their behaviour as adults, children, professionals and 
family members. Accordingly, power was ascribed based on race, professional and 
family roles, age, language and ascribed, one-dimensional racial belonging and 
membership.
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8.8  Conclusions

The findings show that failed intercultural communication leads to failed 
relationship- building through the repeated ascription of identity markers which do 
not fit with the self-ascriptions of the communication partner. Within the described 
intercultural context, identity ascriptions refer strongly to conscious and uncon-
scious discourses of race, power and accessibility to resources according to racial 
divides which were established during apartheid. Racial identity ascriptions there-
fore play a predominant role in the intercultural interaction and dominate all other 
potential identity markers which only seem to exist in relation to the racial concept 
of identity. The predominance of racial concepts interwoven with assumptions and 
ascriptions of class and social standing, professionalism, age and gender roles, the 
concept of family and family roles and finally religious and spiritual identity mark-
ers (prayer and God) contribute to the mutual failure of employee–client relationship- 
building in this public space.

Unsuccessful intercultural communication situations lead to experiences of 
mutual disrespect but also to feelings of marginalisation and exclusion. They repre-
sent, to a certain degree on the micro-level, the meso- and macro-level experiences 
within South African organisations and society which reconstruct discourses of 
apartheid in contemporary identity contexts. Findings also show that the concept of 
creating multiple identities as described by Debebe and Reinert (2014) is scarcely 
applied at all in the described situation, nor does the establishment of “transversal 
enablers” (Wise 2009) happen in the intercultural communication scenario to 
deconstruct one-dimensional, racial ascriptions. Ascriptions rather seem to segre-
gate and “threaten the other” and mismatch the self-ascriptions, thereby creating a 
loss of face (Cumpach and Imahori 2005).

In the case study described, the questioning of belonging and identity markers 
beyond racial divides, the identity ascriptions which were viewed as erroneous, the 
mutual critical attitudes towards racial group membership and ability to use a lan-
guage resulted in a mutual trustless interpersonal employee–client relationship. The 
failure in the intercultural communication through choice of topic, experienced 
curiosity and entrance in the “private life” of the clients led further into escalating 
the conflict potential on the one hand, while the inability of the family members to 
adjust to the social values and norms of the staff members posed a challenge to 
order in the public utility. During the failed intercultural communication on both 
sides, the individuals involved experienced themselves as having failed within their 
roles, for example, as a son (K), as a mother (B), as a professional (DM) and as a 
group member on either one side or the other (K). Therefore, all the individuals 
involved had the experience of a way being “outside the box, not being inside”.

Power in various forms and connected to different identity parts was used in the 
situation: power based on racial group membership, professional identity, family 
roles, age (adulthood-childhood), social-cultural belonging, social standard and lan-
guage abilities.
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Finally, the question arises how failure and erroneous ascriptions could be trans-
formed into successful intercultural communication, relationship-building across 
cultural and racial divides and successful identity constructions which contribute to 
respectful and enhance intercultural relations which contribute to individual growth 
and well-being.

8.9  Transforming Failure in Intercultural Communication 
and Relationship-Building Through Erroneous 
Identity Ascriptions

Transforming errors in identity ascriptions and failure in intercultural communica-
tion scenarios to build up trustful intercultural relationships can happen when par-
ticular techniques are mindfully applied. These techniques are discussed here.

Individuals in intercultural communication situations need to display a reflexive 
approach to the situation with regard to the context, their personal involvements and 
their group memberships. This requires a deeper understanding of intersectional 
identity parts and their contextual development. This deeper understanding can be 
gained through an increased self-reflection practice, through meta-communicative 
strategies with individuals of different socio-cultural group memberships, and open 
communication about the experiences. Individuals could learn communication tech-
niques such as active listening, reframing and the use of metaphors, as well as gain 
deeper cultural insights through intercultural competences to increase the under-
standing of self and others. Professional managers should be trained in communica-
tion techniques and intercultural competences by municipal authorities and 
organisations. Managerial trainings could be of significant use here.

Additionally, work with specific psychological or therapeutic techniques, such as 
“shadow work”, could further help to dissolve the categorisation of “self and oth-
ers” and thereby focus on similarities and differences of members of the same 
groups and/or others. For example, working with the personal “shadow” refers to 
the individual looking at his or her own personal, unconscious mistakes, errors and 
failures which that individual would usually refrain from taking into account. Jung 
(1917, p. 103) defines the shadow as “the negative side of the personality, the sum 
of all those unpleasant qualities we like to hide, together with the insufficiently 
developed functions and the contents of the personal unconscious”. It is assumed 
that every person carries a shadow, and the less it is embodied in the individual’s 
conscious life, the denser it is. If individuals take their “shadow” into account con-
sciously and work with it constructively, they do not need to project it onto another 
person, onto “the other”. This means that individuals might reduce their projection 
of negative qualities or stereotypes onto the potential “other” and act and behave 
more freely to see the self in the other and the other inside the self.
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In this context of working with the “shadow”, power relations need to be ques-
tioned, power concepts with regard to the different situations could be analysed and 
ideas on how to transform power relations could be developed by the individual or 
within the intercultural communication situation. If topics of failure and errors can-
not be addressed directly, they could be addressed through third party intervention 
and, for example, negotiation, mediation or facilitation across cultural groups. In the 
case of the swimming pool communication failure, a third party, for example, a 
municipal officer or the swimming pool manager, could be called in to negotiate and 
mediate between the DM and the clientele.

Finally, each individual living in the globalised, hybrid world should become 
aware of their own identity markers and of developing individual, flexible strategies 
to reflect on intercultural communication situations to transform experiences of fail-
ure in intercultural communication, loss of face and experienced disrespect into a 
constructive learning experience. Only then will power relations be reframed and 
equalised through mindful interaction, a human approach to intercultural communi-
cation, and multiple identity construction incorporating one’s whole self.

8.10  Recommendations

Recommendations for future research in the field of failure in intercultural commu-
nication, relationship-building and erroneous identity constructions should combine 
qualitative and quantitative methodological approaches. Research not only should 
focus on ethnographic observations and interview narrations but should also take a 
broader variety of research methods into account. Particularly future research 
should focus on strategies to transform failure and errors in the intercultural context 
and look at culture-specific and culture-general approaches to manage, cope with 
and transform these interactions into individual growth and learning experiences.

In terms of intercultural practice, individuals living and working in intercultural, 
hybrid (post-colonial) contexts should be trained specifically in intercultural aware-
ness in intercultural communication, power and relationship-building. Organisations, 
particularly in post-colonial contexts, need to provide their employees with methods 
and techniques to learn how to conduct intercultural employee–client interrelation-
ships in a constructive, culturally aware and positive way. Organisations should be 
prepared to create an organisational culture which is open to address failure and 
errors and deal with them proactively across hierarchical levels. Workshops could 
eventually train the employees in intercultural communication and relationship- 
building, professional identity-building and constructive client interaction.
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Chapter 9
Mistakes and Demise: Mikhail Gorbachev 
and the Dissolution of the Soviet Union

Klas-Göran Karlsson and Bo Petersson

Abstract This chapter focuses on the final stage of the history of the Soviet Union, 
from 1985 to 1991, when the last Communist Party and Soviet state leader Mikhail 
Gorbachev tried to reform his country by making economic life more effective, 
widen the scope of political participation, open up history and culture for debate, 
and introduce a new, peaceful thinking in international affairs. Gorbachev wanted to 
save the Soviet system but ended up destroying it. His initially successful strategy 
of taking a middle-of-the-road position to gain support worked well during the first 
years of reform, but the mid-position became successively narrower until it finally 
dissolved. Gorbachev’s increasingly desperate attempts to negotiate a new and 
revised union treaty led in 1991 to the failed August Coup which, in turn, dealt the 
final death blow to the Soviet Union. By way of conclusion, political mistakes are 
often difficult to distinguish from failures caused by structural problems. As is illus-
trated by the case of Gorbachev and the Soviet Union, this is particularly salient in 
societies in which statist power and cultural patterns have traditionally played deci-
sive roles in historical developments.

Keywords Mistakes · Errors · Failure · Dissolution · Gorbachev · Reform · 
Soviet Union

9.1  Introduction

In the end of 1991, the Soviet Union collapsed and disappeared from the map of the 
world, to be replaced by 15 successor states with the Russian Federation as the pri-
mary heir. Simultaneously, the Cold War came to a definite end. The rules of 

K.-G. Karlsson (*) 
Lund University, Lund, Sweden
e-mail: klas-goran.karlsson@hist.lu.se 

B. Petersson 
Malmö University, Malmö, Sweden
e-mail: bo.petersson@mau.se

© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2020
E. Vanderheiden, C.-H. Mayer (eds.), Mistakes, Errors and Failures across 
Cultures, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-35574-6_9

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-35574-6_9&domain=pdf
mailto:klas-goran.karlsson@hist.lu.se
mailto:bo.petersson@mau.se
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-35574-6_9#DOI


184

 international politics changed dramatically when one of the two main Cold War 
contenders ceased to exist. No doubt, failures and miscalculations, the theme of this 
book, played its part in the process. The leader of the Soviet Union at the time, 
Mikhail Gorbachev, had not intended his state to dissolve, nor could he have antici-
pated the revolutionizing chain of events. When he in the preceding years had initi-
ated a series of governance reforms, his intention had been to save the Union. 
Instead he ended up bringing about its demise. How could this happen? This is the 
main theme around which our chapter is woven.

It is well-known in history as well as in political science that a middle-of-the- 
road position may be a safe and inclusive stance when events proceed smoothly, but 
in a tougher political climate, polarization tends to occur, and the middle strip of the 
road may vanish ever so quickly (Fleisher and Bond 2004; Handlin 2017). Through 
history, the dilemma to find a middle way between political and ideological extremes, 
between revolutionaries and autocratic conservatives, has been recurrent for Russian 
and Soviet actors with liberal-democratic or reform communist ideas. Tsarist as well 
as Soviet politicians with ambitions to change state and society in Russia with grad-
ual measures have constantly needed to take this predicament into account. 
Gorbachev had to handle this dilemma too, with for him devastating results.

9.2  Scholarly Interpretations

Among scholars, there is no consensus on how to explain the fall of the Soviet 
Union. There are experts who analyze its demise mainly from an external perspec-
tive. Most popular is probably the idea that the Soviet Union, normally always pre-
pared to standing up against the United States’ arms buildup, succumbed to imperial 
overstretch (Kennedy 1988) and failed to compete in the Cold War global arms race 
accelerated by the American President Ronald Reagan to defeat the “evil empire.” 
Igor’ Klyamkin, a Soviet commentator, wrote in 1990 that a change of politics was 
necessary since “we would in the future be incapable of solving our defense prob-
lems at the expense of social programs and other sectors of the economy” (Klyamkin, 
quoted from Dunlop 1993).

However, most commentators are inclined to look for the causes of the Soviet 
collapse in internal factors and processes. According to such interpretations, the 
Soviet system was doomed to failure from the outset (Malia 1994), due to several 
aspects: a planned economy that could neither be developed nor improved, although 
the Soviet Union had most natural resources in the world; a political system that was 
impossible to reform, other than within the framework of the single allowed party; 
a communist ideology that was never permitted to be tested against and legitimized 
by social reality; an opposition that was always met with violence, repression, or 
silence; and an imperial structure that had to be upheld. There is some correspon-
dence between this interpretation and totalitarianism theory (Friedrich and 
Brzezinski 1965), which rests upon the idea that there are certain immutable basic 
elements, such as repression, censorship, and propaganda, that keep up the totalitar-
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ian society. When sheer repression ends, some other forms of social control will 
need to replace it to maintain stability in society, and here social scientists would 
tend to suggest legitimacy as the prime candidate (Weber 1978; Holmes 1997). 
However, legitimacy was evidently in short supply in the Soviet Union of the 1980s 
and early 1990s.

To avoid crude determinism, it is necessary to pose questions such as: Given this 
predestination, then why did the Communist Soviet Union last nearly three quarters 
of a century? Surely, totalitarian control ended roughly with Stalin, and yet the 
Union endured for almost another 40 years. What, finally, caused its collapse? The 
latter question allows for a much larger scope for individual and collective agents, 
such as the nationalist popular fronts in the Soviet republics, and their intentions 
and motives. Explanations that put forward individual agents and their ideas, albeit 
in confrontation with social structures and cultural inheritance, can hardly avoid 
turning their attention to Mikhail Gorbachev. That is also the route that we endeavor 
to take in this chapter.

9.3  Gorbachev’s Reform Agenda

On 11 March 1985, Mikhail Sergeyevich Gorbachev, 54 years old and a young poli-
tician according to Soviet appointment standards since the Brezhnev era, was unani-
mously elected General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union 
(CPSU) by the highest party organ, the Politburo. To be sure, he was not without 
contenders, but both Viktor Grishin, aged 71, and Grigorii Romanov, 62, backed out 
and fell in line behind Gorbachev, who had the full support of influential older poli-
ticians such as the long-term foreign minister Andrei Gromyko (Taubman 2017). 
With Gorbachev, a new generation that had not worked in Stalin’s industrialization 
drive, participated in the purges, or fought in the Great Patriotic War against Nazi 
Germany, took power. Instead, they had their formative political experiences during 
Khrushchev’s destalinization and reform years.

Gorbachev was also the first Soviet leader since Lenin’s generation to have a 
formal university education. After attending Moscow State University, where 
Gorbachev studied law and became full member of the Communist Party in 1952, 
the new leader started climbing the party ladder and served as party leader in his 
region of birth Stavropol between 1969 and 1978. In this period, he rose through the 
ranks and entered the CPSU Central Committee. In 1978 he was appointed Moscow- 
based party secretary responsible for agricultural affairs (which hitherto had been 
considered a dead-end mission), and 2 years later, he was made a full member of the 
Politburo.

Soon after taking over the highest power position as General Secretary, Gorbachev 
demonstrated an ambition to change the Soviet Union with peaceful and gradual 
means. Revolutionary, violent change was not an option for him. He realized that 
the country needed a new course of reforms to revitalize a stagnant command 
 economy and to liberalize political life, but what this really meant and how far 
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change should reach was not clear to him. The problem of Soviet modernization 
was obvious: Was it even possible to carry out economic and political reforms with-
out radically changing the authoritarian political system, the party, and the struc-
tures of the planned economy?

Already in the first period after his appointment, Gorbachev stated that people 
did not like to live “in the old way” anymore and called for an acceleration, uskore-
nie, and a restructuring, perestroika, of the economy. To achieve this general goal, 
he called for increased labor discipline, higher productivity, and an end to corrup-
tion. Long years of erosion of meaning in Soviet political discourse made it initially 
difficult to see the novelty of Gorbachev’s ideas, and several elements were reminis-
cent of Nikita Khrushchev’s reform efforts a little more than two decades earlier 
(Schroder 1990). However, when Gorbachev introduced his first concrete reform, 
an anti-alcohol campaign, it was certainly a radical move, aiming at improving dis-
cipline, health, and work efficiency, but it did not make him very popular in Soviet 
society or among his associates. In the Soviet republic of Georgia, e.g., the anti- 
alcohol campaign included the actual destruction of vineyards and was received as 
an attempt to strike a lethal blow at Georgian wine-based culture and way of living 
(White 1996). Besides, the Soviet state lost large incomes with the restrictions of 
sales of alcohol. All in all, the General Secretary’s campaign, in popular parlance 
transforming him to mineral’nyi sekretar’ (mineral water secretary, to be compared 
with general’nyi sekretar’, for general secretary), was his first major political failure.

These early, after all rather cautious, initiatives, presented in a 5-h speech at the 
27th Party Congress in February 1986, answered to Gorbachev’s belief in the 
Communist Soviet Union and to his ambition to make the economy more efficient 
and competitive by attacking inertia and apathy in party and society. This was not 
primarily intended to introduce qualitatively new policies but to implement the old 
ones in a better and more efficient way. The initiatives were clearly inspired by 
some of his first scholarly advisors, such as the economist-sociologist Tatyana 
Zaslavskaya, who blamed economic stagnation on “the human factor,” on a situa-
tion in which people had “no reason to work well, do not want to work well, and do 
not know how to work well” (quoted from Taubman 2017; 187).

During 1987, Gorbachev’ modernization strategy assumed a more clear and 
elaborate form, introduced as it was by an extremely hardworking politician with an 
entirely new, open, and popularly accessible leadership style, with a new political 
self-confidence, and probably with a new understanding that the first reforms would 
not be effective enough for a successful Soviet modernization drive. The overall 
perestroika idea had fallen into three main parts in a package of reforms that was 
introduced gradually, both in the Soviet Union and into the international lexicon. In 
January, Gorbachev called for demokratizatsiya, that is, a democratization of the 
authoritarian political system by ensuring more power to ordinary people and “guar-
anteeing that past mistakes will not be repeated” (Gorbachev 1987). In July, he 
introduced various economic reforms in terms of perestroika. In November, on the 
70th anniversary of the October Revolution, he delivered a candid speech in which 
he condemned Stalin’s crimes against his own population, thereby triggering a 
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 politics of openness, glasnost’, that Soviet politicians had not experienced since 
Khrushchev’s secret speech in 1956.

While perestroika did not bring about immediate economic progress, but, due to 
glitches such as unwieldy procedures of quality control and transportation prob-
lems, rather led to shortages of consumer goods from 1988 onwards, the glasnost 
reform was a tremendous success, at least as measured by cultural and historical 
openness. Journalists, writers, theater producers, and other intellectuals revealed 
aspects of Soviet history that so far had been debated seldom or not at all, such as 
Stalin’s long-term terror against his own population. However, as a policy meant to 
strengthen Soviet society, the success was less evident and definite. Rather it set 
processes in motion that struck at the very foundations of the political system.

From the outset, Gorbachev had probably not intended glasnost’ to be total trans-
parency, but an openness which would facilitate the implementation of the reform 
package as a whole. Increasingly, however, glasnost’ became a way to try to increase 
the legitimacy of government in the Soviet Union. Gorbachev realized that the 
Stalin-time repression and crimes were gross liabilities for the regime. Therefore, he 
advocated going back to what he perceived as the uncontested ideological roots of 
the Soviet Union, to Lenin as the founding father of the Soviet state. Lenin’s legacy, 
the argument went, had subsequently been squandered and corrupted by Stalin and 
the oppressive regime that he led. However, the fundamentally critical debates did 
not stop at Stalin. They went further back in time, and revelations about atrocities 
being committed already under Lenin during and after the Bolshevik coup and the 
civil war found their way to the public debate, serving to erode legitimacy rather 
than resurrecting it. With hindsight, Gorbachev’s underestimation of the processes 
unleashed by glasnost’, and his belief in the regime’s ability to keep them within 
restricted bounds was one of his gravest strategic mistakes. Once the genie has been 
let out of the bottle, there was simply no way of forcing it back in.

9.4  The Reform Pace Quickens

Perestroika, economic change, was still considered the main reform for Gorbachev, 
even if he introduced a second, more broadly reformist, and decidedly altogether 
more far-reaching stage in 1987, starting from the idea that the different reform 
packages must reciprocally influence and strengthen each other. Historian Geoffrey 
Hosking notes the importance of Gorbachev’s change from a moderate perestroika 
Mark One, generally in line with Soviet experiences, to a more radical perestroika 
Mark Two of the year 1987, “which soon led him into uncharted territories, awaken-
ing suspicion and resentment among some of those who had helped him to come to 
power” (Hosking 1991).

As already hinted at, and as noted in several of the best biographies written about 
Gorbachev, the reform ideas were not entirely his own (Brown 1996; White 1990). 
In a political generation shift, he soon assembled a team of new leaders around him 
and promoted them to Politburo members. The liberal internationalist Aleksandr 
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Yakovlev, once an exchange student at Columbia University in New York, former 
Soviet Ambassador to Canada, Politburo member, and the acting head of the 
Department of Propaganda at the Central Committee, was a key person behind the 
party leader’s reform program. In 1983, Gorbachev spent a week in Canada, where 
he and Yakovlev became friends (Taubman 2017, pp. 182–186). It is probable that 
Yakovlev, together with the newly appointed foreign minister Eduard Shevardnadze, 
was involved in Gorbachev’s reorientation in the international arena with major ele-
ments such as the drastic reduction of the arms race, the successive release of the 
East European satellite states, the revocation of the Brezhnev doctrine, and ulti-
mately the termination of the Cold War. No doubt, this new foreign policy, called 
new thinking or novoe myshlenie, might have had idealistic traits, but it was also a 
way of reducing the costs of military competition with the United States. The idea 
that domestic needs should dictate Soviet foreign policy, and not the other way 
around, was surely a new feature in Soviet politics.

Yakovlev is also considered to be the main architect behind glasnost’, which no 
doubt corresponds well with Zaslavskaya’s idea of the importance of the “human 
factor”: Only informed, educated, and motivated people acting in a society more 
open than the traditional Soviet one and with means of making their own decisions 
based on verified information can constructively contribute to true economic devel-
opment. The need for a democratization of political life can be motivated from a 
similar idea that increased political participation would have a beneficial effect on 
the engagement for economic reform work.

However, the political recipe that Gorbachev offered to the Soviet people was not 
a transition to democracy but rather a half measure. In one major political reform, 
voters were given the opportunity to choose among several candidates for parlia-
mentary bodies at different levels of the state structure but without abolishing the 
leading role of the Communist Party in the political process. However, in this way, 
a group of old, anti-reformist, and unpopular communists could at least be made to 
step down.

Moreover, the power of the party institutions and the bureaucracy was reduced in 
favor of the Soviet state structures. In February 1990, while keeping on to the posi-
tion of Party General Secretary, Gorbachev created for himself the new, formal posi-
tion as President of the Soviet Union (Robinson 1992). It seemed at the time as if 
the move was undertaken by Gorbachev to try to guarantee him continued key polit-
ical influence, should the power of the Communist Party erode and prove to be 
insufficient as a basis. An erosion of the power of the CPSU would certainly take 
place soon enough, but the occupancy of the formal position as president of the 
Soviet Union eventually did little to protect Gorbachev from falling from grace.
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9.5  The Cross-Pressure Increases

Not surprisingly, Gorbachev’s reform packages provoked different reactions among 
different Soviet camps. Whereas he during the first years of reform could success-
fully balance out the different camps against each other, the strategy eventually 
backfired as the opposing groups increasingly attacked him, the leader of the middle 
ground, instead of their adversaries on the other side of the spectrum. Polarization 
increased, Gorbachev’s mid-strip shrank, and the once so successful strategy turned 
out to be another fateful mistake.

Among groups of zapadniki, Western-minded liberal reformists in political and 
cultural circles, Gorbachev’s politics meant a badly needed modernization, and a 
closer association of the Soviet Union to Western and European institutions and 
values, necessary for the invigoration of politics and society. These groups appreci-
ated the ambition to democratize the political system and played an important role 
in the rapid implementation of the openness policies in mass media and cultural life. 
While some in this group gradually became supporters of a further radicalization of 
the reform activity, aiming at a democratic Soviet Union, others successively real-
ized that Gorbachev’s ideas carried a revolutionary appeal that they could not share.

Not only democrats saw Gorbachev’s reforms as a hope for a systemic change. 
The new openness had also allowed scope for nationalist ambitions in the Soviet 
republics. Everywhere, historical and ecological complaints were lodged against 
Soviet rule (Nove 1989; Davies 1989). The criticism took different forms in differ-
ent parts of the Soviet Union. While in south Caucasian Armenia and Azerbaijan 
violent ethnic conflicts exploded in February 1988 and developed relatively inde-
pendently of the Kremlin, so-called popular fronts in the Baltic republics, initially 
created in the summer of 1988 to support Gorbachev, soon levelled sharp criticism 
against Moscow and called for sovereignty, understood as exit from the Union and 
the proclamation of independent Baltic states. This development seemed to be unex-
pected by Gorbachev, who appeared to have problems understanding the power of 
nationalism and did not find a formula for how to placate the popular fronts (Plokhy 
2015). Recurrent declarations of sovereignty from the Soviet republics in 1990 
underscored the acuteness of the situation. When even the largest Soviet republic, 
the Russian Federative Republic (Russia), demonstrated its intention to deviate 
from the Soviet course by issuing its declaration of sovereignty, the Soviet Union’s 
days were numbered. In the end, “Gorbachev became “a fireman rushing from one 
conflagration to the next” (Suny 1998).

On the conservative, not to say reactionary, end of the spectrum, the newspaper 
Sovetskaia Rossiia printed on 13 March 1988 a letter from a chemistry teacher, Nina 
Andreyeva, titled “I cannot betray my principles.” In an aggressive tone, she attacked 
all those “who have brought us to believe that our country’s past was a long chain of 
mistakes and crimes” (Andreyeva 1988). The publication of the letter, and its repli-
cation in several other newspapers, was the start of an attack on Gorbachev’s 
reforms, probably initiated by more powerful persons than Andreyeva, and a signal 
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from conservative forces that the reform work must be brought to a close, lest it 
threaten the entire Soviet system. For this group, not only what they considered as 
far-reaching reforms as such but also Gorbachev’s adventurous international poli-
tics, his friendly advances toward the capitalist and purportedly aggressive West, 
and his lack of support for the communist regimes in the Eastern European satellite 
states were mortal threats to the Soviet system. In particular, Gorbachev’s decision 
that the satellites were free to chart their own courses, independently of the Soviet 
Union, aroused the anger of many conservatives, who regarded external strength 
and internal consolidation as two sides of the same coin.

9.6  The Conservative Turn

Feeling the pressure from all sides, Gorbachev chose in the winter of 1990–1991 to 
try to align himself with the conservatives. There were many signs that he had started 
to retreat from his initial liberal reform-mindedness, apparently in order to preserve 
the Union from disintegration. In January 1991, special Soviet troops were sent to 
Riga and Vilnius to quell manifestations of opposition. Tens of lives were lost during 
the violence that followed, and disillusionment grew among reformists at home and 
Gorbachev’s supporters abroad. It has never been proven that Gorbachev had ordered 
the action (Lasas 2007), but at the time, it was frequently interpreted that way.

Gorbachev’s conservative turn was borne out beyond doubt by his choice of new 
associates. In several cases he replaced reform-minded persons in his closest politi-
cal environment with conservatives. Thus, the liberal minister of the interior, Vadim 
Bakatin, was replaced with Boris Pugo, former leader of Latvia’s Communist Party 
and a convinced supporter of a preserved Communist Soviet Union. The communist 
apparatchik Gennadii Yanayev was appointed to the new post of vice-president of 
the Soviet Union. Both Pugo and Yanayev were later to become members of the 
putschist group that acted to remove Gorbachev from office in August 1991. So did 
Anatolii Lukyanov, whom Gorbachev had made chairman of the new Soviet parlia-
ment in 1989, and Valerii Boldin, a key aide who had become his chief of staff. 
However, as was soon be shown, these moves did not placate the conservatives; 
rather they became more active in their measures behind the stage. The conserva-
tives had certainly been alarmed by Gorbachev’s reformist political agenda already 
long before, but new developments related to the president’s policies, in particular 
the growth and increased strength of nationalist movements in the Soviet republics, 
increased their uneasiness and preparedness to take more radical measures to stop 
what they saw as unfolding.

While Gorbachev’s conservative turn was deemed insufficient by the hard-liners, 
many of his hitherto loyal liberal followers took it badly. Close associates such as 
the reform architect Yakovlev started to abandon him as they believed that he was 
no longer true to their ideals. Several others of his reformist collaborators, such as 
the foreign minister Eduard Shevardnadze, distanced themselves from his politics – 
Shevardnadze resigned in December 1990  – and Gorbachev’s former ally Boris 
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Yeltsin left the Communist Party and engaged himself fully in Russian politics. He 
soon reached the prominent position of spokesman for a democratic, anti- Communist 
Russian Federative Republic and was popularly elected as Russia’s first President in 
the spring of 1991. Thereby, he emerged as an outspoken adversary of the continued 
existence of the Soviet Union and the main rival of Gorbachev.

As a third party, the international community put additional pressure on 
Gorbachev, often with the best of intentions. As an extremely popular politician in 
the West, who not only wanted to change his own country from within but had also 
liberated Eastern Europe from Communist rule and brought the Cold War to a 
peaceful end, Gorbachev was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1990. The award 
was not well received by Soviet conservatives, who saw it as another surrender of 
Soviet, anti-Western values. Conversely, democratic and nationalist radicals 
regarded the award as a promise for the future but wanted the president to pursue his 
reform program at higher speed. The mid-strip where Gorbachev was maneuvering 
grew ever smaller.

9.7  The August Coup Attempt

Throughout 1991, Gorbachev continued to look for solutions that may have been a 
miracle cure 5  years earlier but were now hopelessly outdated. He was working 
relentlessly for negotiating a new union treaty, replacing the one that had formed the 
legal basis of the Soviet Union since 1922, and providing a greater amount of auton-
omy for the constituent republics. Six of the republics – Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Georgia, Armenia, and Moldavia – refused to participate in the negotiation process, 
but the other nine went on, finally hammering out a draft treaty in the summer of 1991.

The negotiations for achieving a new draft treaty illustrated Gorbachev’s dilemma 
and his miscalculations. The six republics that refused to take part in the process 
insisted that the draft treaty was obsolete and not far-reaching enough, whereas 
several of the remaining, including the Russian Federative Republic under the ener-
getic leadership of Boris Yeltsin, shared much of that criticism. They simply wanted 
bigger concessions. On the other hand, the hardliners within the Communist Party 
and the security apparatus held that the draft treaty went way too far and risked sell-
ing out the Soviet Union altogether. They also believed that the fact that several 
republics had been allowed to refrain from participating could inspire others to 
defect. This was one of the major reasons for the coup attempt that would soon fol-
low: to stop the implementation process in its tracks and to salvage the old Union.

The attempt itself was carried out in August 1991 by a junta of reactionary and 
hardline Communist politicians and apparatchiki – the gang of eight – who had the 
conservative ambition to save the state from disintegration. The group thus included 
Gorbachev’s recent top appointees during his conservative turn: Pugo, Yanayev, 
Lukyanov, and Boldin. With hindsight, these appointments can certainly be regarded 
as miscalculations from the president’s side. It is indeed a mistake to engage 
 co- workers who conspire to dethrone you. However, they were also evidence of the 
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increasingly polarized political situation in the late Soviet state and society, with 
Gorbachev caught between, on the one hand, radicals with democratic or nationalist 
agendas, and on the other, conservative Communists who were prepared to preserve 
the Soviet Union whatever the cost might be.

The coup attempt was a frontal attack against the reform-minded Gorbachev, 
whom the coup ringleaders had confined to house arrest at his dacha in the Crimea. 
By proclaiming a state of emergency, they hoped to be able to restore Soviet order, 
based on a reborn Communist Party and recovered state authorities. Instead, the 
unsuccessful and aborted coup, in Russian Avgustskii putsch, accelerated the pro-
cess of demise of the Soviet state and ended a dictatorship that had lasted since the 
first Communist coup d’état by Lenin and his Bolsheviks in November 1917. 
Weaknesses and poor preparations from the putschists’ side, lack of the anticipated 
support from groups within the military and security police, and a determined resis-
tance led by the democratically elected president of the Russian Federative Republic 
Boris Yeltsin sealed the Soviet Union’s fate. At the height of his charisma at the 
time, Yeltsin emerged as the true leader of Moscow and Russia, whereas Gorbachev 
paled into insignificance. When the Soviet president was liberated from his Crimean 
confinement and brought back to Moscow by air, he had completely lost his politi-
cal momentum to Yeltsin.

Whereas in the face of the theme of the book, several things could be said about 
the mistakes of the coup ringleaders, as they accelerated the demise of the Union by 
their badly performed coup attempt, this is a side story to our narrative. However, 
even as the coup was defeated, Gorbachev went on tirelessly, and in vain, to bring 
about a new union treaty and did not realize that its time had passed altogether. Even 
in the fall of 1991, there was a new string of meetings, and new drafts were pro-
posed (Russell 1996). However, finally, the leaders of the Russian, Ukrainian, and 
Belorussian republics gathered in Belovezha, in today’s Belarus, and signed on 
December 8, 1991, the Treaty of the Commonwealth of Independent States 
(Shushkevich 2013). The Russian president, Boris Yeltsin, was dominating the 
meeting, and Gorbachev was not even invited to attend. In consequence with the 
formation of the Commonwealth of Independent States, the three leaders declared 
the Soviet Union null and void. Gorbachev was still the formal president of the 
Union, but the state did not exist de facto anymore, and by the end of that year, it 
had ceased to exist altogether as a legal entity.

9.8  The Burden of the Past

Modernization had been a principal political goal for many Russian tsars and Soviet 
leaders at least since Peter the Great’s era in the years around 1700. Confronted with 
Western ideas, states, and societies in military campaigns or peaceful interaction, 
reform-minded tsars such as Aleksandr I och Aleksandr II and their councilors rec-
ognized that Russia was backward and must change to be able to compete with the 
more modern societies and states in the Baltic area, in Europe, and in the world. For 
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Lenin, the establishment of Soviet power must go together with economic modern-
ization, symbolically expressed as electrification. Consequently, after military 
defeats, modernist technical, economic, and military projects were started up, 
including the establishment of various educational institutions. Nevertheless, the 
ambitions to modernize often ended halfway, as an unbalanced and limping process. 
When modernization became threatening to the political stability and their own 
power positions, the Russian and Soviet rulers retracted. Many of them ended up as 
staunch defenders of the established order, which meant that all reform ideas were 
drawn back.

Furthermore, and consequentially, Russia and the Soviet Union were wanting in 
the categories and institutions that had forced the pace of Western modernization: 
the bourgeoisie, an independent educational system, a free press, and a civil society. 
All the time, the process in Russia had a top-down character, while bottom-up initia-
tives were absent or, if they occasionally occurred, were actively opposed by the 
state or passively resisted by broader, uneducated, and alienated strata of the popu-
lation. The goal of the Russian and Soviet modernization was to satisfy the needs 
and demands of the state, not of individuals or collectives within that state. Thus, the 
Soviet Union could for long successfully compete with the West when strictly 
industrial and military developments were on the agenda, but the production of 
consumer goods for the citizens was considered of secondary importance and 
lagged. When the development of the “human factor” was on the table, efforts von 
oben were weak and indecisive. Democracy was never an alternative that was seri-
ously contemplated. Cultural discourse always geared into eligible patriotic or 
Communist tracks and was strictly controlled from above.

Initially, Mikhail Gorbachev’s reform plans followed this political-turned- 
cultural pattern. Perestroika, economic reform, was presented as the main goal of 
the modernization, while democratization and openness were intended as additional 
reforms to support and strengthen the economic acceleration. But Gorbachev was 
probably aware – or had been informed – of the basic Russian/Soviet cultural pre-
dicament: economic modernization without activation of the human factor does not 
lead to positive results or can even end in a conservative backlash. It is more doubt-
ful whether he was aware of the other side of the coin: that an economic moderniza-
tion that gives too much space to the same human factor, to democratization and 
openness, might endanger the entire system, especially in a country in which there 
had never been a liberal, reformist middle way between, on the one hand, autocratic 
and one-party rule and, on the other, radical revolutionary change.

A lingering question is why Gorbachev did not follow the example of his prede-
cessors and suppressed unintended political consequences of the reform work. The 
most convincing answer is probably that he did not want to use large-scale repres-
sive means. He had excluded violence from the beginning of his tenure. Another 
answer is that he at least to some extent had followed the historical path by taking a 
more conservative attitude in the final years of the Soviet Union, expressed increas-
ing doubts in a transformation that had slipped out of his hands, and even accepted, 
or at least had not protested, when internal special forces were dispatched to Riga 
and Vilnius in early 1991 to quell the independence process in the Baltic republics. 
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A third explanation is that new circumstances and phenomena had rendered a rep-
etition of the historical pattern impossible. It has been argued that a middle class, a 
broad reformist elite, and a civil society had finally come into existence in the Soviet 
Union, radically changing the rules of the game of Russian and Soviet politics and 
political culture (Keep 1996; English 2000). For the first time in Russian and Soviet 
history, the one-sidedly top-down modernization pattern was defied, with revolu-
tionary consequences that Gorbachev had not expected or intended. With this inter-
pretation, the political and cultural tradition that Russian and Soviet rulers had 
adjusted to and relied on for centuries was no longer applicable for Gorbachev in his 
effort to change and preserve the Soviet society and state.

9.9  The Mistakes and Failures

Political mistakes are often difficult to distinguish from failures caused by structural 
problems and inflexibilities. The actual policies may have been based on prudence, 
sober evaluations, and good judgements all along and indeed been flawless in their 
individual components, but still they emerge as failures since they are implemented 
in contexts that are intransigent and unyielding. In the end, Gorbachev was fighting 
windmills. No doubt he did so bravely, astutely, and for all the good reasons, but 
eventually he still came across as the epitome of failure, simply because he tried to 
reform that which could not be reformed.

The general structural dilemma is particularly salient in societies in which statist 
power and cultural patterns have played decisive roles in the historical development, 
traditionally leaving a limited scope for individual initiatives, especially those ques-
tioning and threatening the stability of the system. Russian and Soviet historical 
development eloquently proves this point. In fact, most of the problems that 
Gorbachev faced and that led to the dissolution of the Soviet Union must be ana-
lyzed in terms of his encounters and clashes with the old political and cultural struc-
tures (Tompson 1993). Whether those problems were due to what should be called 
mistakes or mismanagement is not clear, since Gorbachev in so many ways was 
caught in structures with a high degree of resistance and durability. He had to chal-
lenge the system, but it struck back at him and his reform work, which gave rise to 
a variety of unintended consequences. His perestroika reform package hardly ever 
had a chance of being successfully implemented given the hegemony of the institu-
tions, principles, and procedures of the planned economy and the only permitted 
party, but Gorbachev cannot be blamed for having had the courage to try.

However, there are certainly several mistakes, tactical as well as strategic, that 
must be attributed to Gorbachev. He did not demonstrate a fingerspitzgefühl in his 
selection of aides and associates, but rather appointed some who would turn out to 
be his implacable opponents. The consequences of his modernization program were 
not always reflected. The anti-alcohol campaign that he initiated, an early effort to 
master problems of discipline in the Soviet work force, was a mistake that not only 
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affected the strained Soviet economy negatively but also hurt his popularity in wider 
circles. Possibly, it installed hesitance at his continuous reform work.

What is more, some of the later reforms were obviously not sufficiently pre-
pared. The democratization and openness policies implied that the old rulers should 
be held responsible for mistakes and failures in the past. Gorbachev gravely under-
estimated the severe criticism directed toward the Communist Party and the Soviet 
state from large groups of citizens, a criticism that he, as the highest political leader, 
could not dissociate himself from.

It has often been argued that the internal stability of Russia is dependent on an 
aggressive foreign and imperial policy, based on assertiveness, fear, and presence in 
the conquered territories. External aggression promotes internal consolidation 
(Hutcheson and Petersson 2016). The fact that Gorbachev permitted the Eastern 
European states to follow their own paths and abandon communist rule and their 
dependence on the Soviet Union, that he thus refrained from curbing the revolutions 
that transformed Eastern Europe, and that he did not use political or military force 
to counter the liberalization movements in the Soviet republics, was from this per-
spective serious mistakes. From an ethical perspective, however, it is of course 
praiseworthy that Gorbachev did not use the force of arms against his opponents but 
rather held on to the peaceful principles that he had laid down from the beginning.

All in all, to walk a reformist, third-way road between the extremes of autocracy 
and revolution, between conservative standstill and radical transformation, without 
slipping back into one of them, proved to be too difficult for Gorbachev. As a repre-
sentative of the Soviet system, he wanted a gradual reform process that could change 
mentalities and structures, and his great accomplishment was that he was capable of 
starting the reform process and eliminate some of the obstacles that he met on this 
way, especially those represented by the conservative defenders of an unreformed 
Communist Soviet Union. However, he let the reform work get out of hand so that 
he faced a revolutionary process that not only destroyed or incapacitated the old 
structures, but also many of the new modernizing structures that were created at his 
own initiative, and finally swept away the Soviet society and state altogether.

Democratization and glasnost’ triggered a revolution of expectations of another 
life and society that Gorbachev could not cope with, live up to, and satisfy. Ronald 
Grigor Suny has caught Gorbachev’s predicament well when he notes that he “wanted 
to be both Martin Luther and the pope, both revolutionary reformer and defender of 
the existing power structure” (Suny 1998, 457). He tried to play both these roles, or 
rather combine the two, by initiating radical reforms in order to preserve the Soviet 
Union. With the benefit of hindsight, this was his most fateful mistake.

9.10  Epilogue

So, how will then Gorbachev go down in history – as a hero, as a tragic person, or 
perhaps as both? Perspectives may of course vary depending on the political inclina-
tions of the beholder, but regardless of the outcome, there is a rather sad epilogue to 
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the Gorbachev story. In 1996 regular presidential elections were held in the Russian 
Federation. This was a time when post-Soviet Russia seemed to be in endless crisis. 
The economy was in free fall, the dependence on the United States and the other 
leading Western powers was monumental, Russia’s international influence was 
receding into insignificance, and domestically Chechnya was rebelling, trying to 
fight its way to independence, risking provoking a row of falling dominoes if suc-
cessful. At the same time, there was a profound crisis of leadership. The incumbent 
president, the once so charismatic and energetic Boris Yeltsin, was ailing and suf-
fered from ill health and an excessive consumption of alcohol. According to the 
initial polls, he was about to be defeated by other top contenders, such as the leader 
of the Communist Party of the Russian Federation, Gennadii Ziuganov, and was not 
even deemed likely to make it to the final round between the two top performers of 
the first round. This was the situation when Gorbachev decided to run for the 
presidency.

The campaign leading up to the election turned out to be something quite differ-
ent from what Gorbachev had probably anticipated. Maybe he had envisioned a de 
Gaullian return of sorts, where the people would greet him with open arms as he 
offered to take the lead of the country again in its hour of need. Nothing of the kind 
took place. At campaign meetings he was heckled, spat at, and, according to his own 
statement, subjected to an assassination attempt (Russian Election Watch 1996). 
When the voters’ verdict was passed on the contestants, Gorbachev gained around 
0.5% of the vote, which ranked him 7 out of 11 candidates (Colton 2009). Yeltsin, 
for his part, with no so little help from his oligarch friends in the media, surged 
miraculously to a win against Ziuganov in the second round. The tragic twist to the 
story about Gorbachev was not that he was utterly defeated in the election but that 
he ran in the first place, not realizing that his time as a top politician had passed. As 
the General Secretary of the CPSU, he had made it a habit of referring to himself in 
the third person, and now his capacity to self-aware reflection seemed to have aban-
doned him completely.
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Chapter 10
Practical Examples of Handling Mistakes 
at Work in Different Cultures

Fernando Lanzer Pereira de Souza

Abstract A useful way of analyzing how mistakes are handled in organizations 
across different cultures is offered by looking at them through the prism of Huib 
Wursten’s Mental Images, a framework that takes Hofstede’s four classic value- 
dimensions and combines them into six different styles of organizational culture. In 
addition to that, Japanese organizations provide a seventh and different style.

In each of these styles, culture influences (A) what is regarded as a mistake and 
(B) how mistakes and errors are handled in terms of (1) attributing responsibilities, 
(2) assigning guilt, (3) using shame as a form of punishment and as a way to atone 
for guilt, (4) making corrections, and (5) taking measures that will avoid the repeti-
tion of similar mistakes in the future.

These seven business culture styles (Contest, Well-Oiled Machine, Network, 
Social Pyramid, Traditional Family, Solar System, and Japanese) are described in 
terms of how they differ in the way that they identify and deal with mistakes. Several 
practical examples taken from real-life situations are described in detail.

Organizations must increase their awareness of how culture influences the kind 
of mistakes that are made in each institution, in order to avoid their occurrence and 
recurrence. Special attention is required to identify blind spots in organizational 
culture, which elude detection. Institutions that operate in different geographies and 
employ multinational teams need to become aware of how different national cul-
tures have impact on their way of working, so that they may become more effective 
and efficient in each operating environment.
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10.1  Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to provide a series of examples as to how a conceptual 
model can be used in practice, relating it to work situations in international organi-
zations. The focus is on explaining how the use of this model can help executives 
and professionals better understand how mistakes are perceived and handled in dif-
ferent cultural environments, in practical terms.

The basic underlying logic of the seven basic “types” (or “styles”) of culture is 
briefly explained and then linked to how managers most often behave when han-
dling mistakes at work. The explanations and examples are based on my own exten-
sive experience working across cultures since 1976 and on the extensive descriptions 
provided by Hofstede and his associates in (2); Hofstede et al. (2002); Hofstede 
(2003a, b).

Wursten (Wursten and Lanzer 2013) has described a framework of cultural 
“Mental Images” based on Hofstede’s previous work (Hofstede 2003a, b) that may 
be extremely useful for looking at different cultures by grouping them into clusters 
according to similar patterns in their value-dimension scores. These Mental Images 
are known as Contest, Network, Well-Oiled Machine, Social Pyramid, Traditional 
Family, and Solar System cultures. It should be noted that the culture of Japan stands 
separately from these six types of culture, with a pattern of its own (regarding value- 
dimension scores). For a detailed description of the Mental Images, please see 
Wursten and Lanzer (2013) and Lanzer (2018). For an explanation of Hofstede’s 
model of value-dimensions, please see Hofstede (2003a, b) and Lanzer (2017).

Contest cultures have a low Power Distance (PDI) score, a high Individualism 
(IDV) score, a low Uncertainty Avoidance (UAI) score, and a high Performance 
Orientation (PER) score.

Well-Oiled Machine (WOM) cultures also have low PDI and high PER. What 
differentiates them from Contest cultures is that they score much higher in UAI. IDV 
is not a differentiating factor for WOM cultures.

Network cultures have also low PDI and high IDV, but the differentiating factor 
is low PER. UAI is not a differentiating factor for Network cultures.

Social Pyramid cultures score high in PDI, by contrast with the previous three 
types. They have low IDV and high UAI. PER is not a differentiating factor for them.

Traditional Family cultures are also high in PDI and low on IDV. They differenti-
ate from Social Pyramid cultures because they are low in UAI, by comparison. Once 
again, PER is not a differentiating factor for them.

Solar System cultures are unique due to the fact that they are high in PDI, IDV, 
and UAI. PER is also not a differentiating factor for them.

Japan is different from all the previous combinations because it is high in PDI, 
PER, and UAI while low in IDV. It is the only culture among the 100 that have been 
researched by Hofstede and his associates that has this combination. The other six 
categories have at least four different national cultures sharing a category.
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Table 10.1 Wursten’s model of culture styles

Power distance 
(PDI)

High individualism 
(IDV)

Performance 
orientation (PER)

Uncertainty 
avoidance (UAI)

Contest Low High High Low
LOW Low NDa High High
Network Low High Low ND
Pyramid High Low ND High
Family High Low ND Low
Solar 
system

High High ND High

Japan High Low High High
aND not a differentiating factor

In Table 10.1 you can see a summary of how the four dimensions combine dif-
ferently for each culture type.

In my experience as an executive working for international organizations for 
28 years, and as a management consultant to multinational companies and nongov-
ernment organizations for 16 years, I have often used this model (as early as in 
1993) as a tool to help novice audiences understand culture differences, and apply 
these concepts in the solution of people management and communication issues, 
notably when working across cultures (Lanzer 2012, 2015, 2017, 2018; Lanzer and 
Chandansingh 2016; Lanzer and Pereira de Souza 2015, 2016; Lanzer et al. 2014). 
Since the focus of this section of the book is more on practice than on academic 
research, let me begin by clarifying what I mean when I use the term “mistake” in 
my practice and in the scope of this chapter.

What is a mistake? It is an action that yields an unwanted outcome. In other 
words, an action, decision, or judgment that produces an unwanted or unintentional 
result. These are simple and straightforward definitions, but in real-life situations, 
there are people looking at what has happened and making the judgment calls to 
decide if they are looking at a mistake (unwanted result) or not.

Such judgment calls are affected by the observer’s cultural values; and these 
values will heavily influence how the situation is perceived and assessed, plus any 
actions decided upon for correction and prevention of future repetition.

Using Wursten’s framework is convenient because it reduces the complexity of 
analyzing how mistakes are handled across more than 100 different cultures that 
have been subject to research thus far, to looking at seven different patterns emerg-
ing from that analysis. Like any typology or classification of phenomena into a set 
of styles, it does not aim to preclude deeper analysis of specific situations as war-
ranted, looking at each occurrence’s unique characteristics. Therefore, the frame-
work should be used responsibly and with due moderation.
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10.2  If at First You Don’t Succeed

My experience has shown that in Contest cultures, the emphasis is placed on striv-
ing, confronting, and competing for achievements that will bring rewards and social 
recognition. Children are taught at a very early age that they should behave com-
petitively. They are taught that life is a competition with winners and losers; if you 
make a mistake, it might be costly; however, you can always try again.

Everyone deserves a second chance; and this means that there is a succession of 
competitions. The show must go on; and in this case, the show is the plethora of 
competitions that are seen everywhere, all the time.

Contest organizational culture styles are most often found in Anglo-Saxon cul-
tures; they are typical of the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, 
and Canada.

In Contest organizations, competition is fierce. Yes, there are winners and losers. 
Winners are hailed extravagantly and losers despised. But victory is not permanent, 
and neither is defeat. The competition never stops, so both winners and losers must 
live to fight another day.

Mistakes are often treated quite harshly, even dramatically, and that might seem 
to outsiders as a draconian approach. However, there is always the assumption that 
this is not definitive. Punishment, however harsh, shall be followed by a second 
chance, and even a third one, for the worst scenario would be that those who made 
mistakes were to be completely abandoned. Rather, the underlying assumption is 
that even though they may be thrown overboard, they could still be invited back onto 
the boat again. Or more often than not, the thinking is that they will climb aboard 
another boat, since there are so many of them moving around at all times. In any 
case, people will live to compete again, feeding the continuation of the Contest 
process.

Contest organizational cultures focus on results and “the bottom line”: when all 
is said and done, what is the net outcome? This is key to defining, in a way that is 
perceived as fair and just, who is winning or losing the competition. Measurement 
is therefore considered to be quite important.

If a mistake affects the final desired results, it will be treated very seriously. If the 
impact is small, the mistake might be easily overlooked. The key issues are: Did the 
mistake affect the results? and How quickly can the competition continue?

This means that managers do not dwell very long on mistakes; the competition 
needs to continue as quickly as possible. Organizations foster an attitude of opti-
mism and looking forward to the next Contest round. Such a positive attitude feeds 
the continuation of the Contest. Critical thinking is often regarded as pessimistic. It 
is discouraged, for it might lead to people losing the motivation to continue 
competing.

Dismissing people is a frequent happening at Contest culture organizations, and 
it happens swiftly. One day you are hailed as a hero and suddenly you make a mis-
take and you are fired. The firing, or dismissal, is immediate and can seem even 
brutal, because it all happens so fast. People are asked to pack up their personal 
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belongings in a box and leave the premises within the same day, if not at the very 
instant. You can see it often in American movies and TV: people walking out of their 
workplaces carrying a box as if they were refugees fleeing from a war zone.

Cruel as it may seem, the culture assumes that jobs are comparatively abundant 
and easy to find. Firing happens fast, but hiring is also a speedy process. The labor 
markets in Contest cultures are quite dynamic.

The overriding concept is that competitions are constant and abundant. For that 
to continue happening, the culture needs people who are constantly motivated to 
continue competing.

The worst that can happen is when people in these cultures decide to stop com-
peting. This is the exact opposite of what the culture needs in order to continue 
nourishing its values. Therefore, organizations will do their utmost to encourage 
people to never give up.

When people make a mistake, what organizations want to hear from them is (a) 
acknowledgment, (b) apology, and (c) asking for another chance, to stay in the com-
petition and to keep trying.

When these three conditions are met, organizations can display some mercy and 
generosity. People will be praised for taking responsibility and being honest 
(acknowledgment); they will also be praised for showing regret and expressing that 
they feel sorry (apology); and they will be praised especially for showing that they 
are ready and willing to return to the competition and try again.

The concept of accountability in organizations is a cornerstone of Contest cul-
tures. The term, by the way, is difficult (if not impossible) to translate into languages 
other than English. Determining accountability is key to identifying who made a 
mistake and to determining winners and losers; in other cultures, this may not be as 
important as it is in Contest.

On the other hand, perfection is not as important in Contest cultures as it is by 
contrast, for instance, in Well-Oiled Machine cultures or in Japanese organizations. 
In Contest cultures, there is a certain tolerance for making mistakes, especially if 
they have little impact on results. Keeping the competition going is more important 
than putting most of your energy in avoiding mistakes.

This notion supports many company programs aiming to foster innovation, such 
as Sony Corporation’s “Fail Fast” program (Kelly and Li 2011) in the early 2000s. 
The program encouraged product developers to take more risks in early stages of 
development, leaving perfectionism aside, abandoning ideas that were not working 
(rather than insisting on them), and shifting to start something new. It was supported 
by Howard Stringer, later appointed CEO, and a host of Contest culture consultants 
who championed the acceptance of mistakes as necessary occurrences in the path to 
innovation. However, their approach clashed with the company’s Japanese culture 
of avoiding uncertainty and seeking perfection.

Paul Arden (2003) advocated that ambition is more important than being satis-
fied with mediocre performance. The issue here is that in Contest cultures, there is 
a certain tolerance for mistakes when they are considered a by-product of seeking 
innovation. The ambition in Contest cultures is to excel in breakthrough innova-
tions, even if mistakes are made along the journey. The ambition in Japanese-styled 
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organizations is to avoid mistakes even at the cost of innovation breakthroughs, 
which is why these organizations support incremental innovation programs more 
than seeking breakthroughs.

Part of the Contest culture mentality is to think in a short-term perspective, with 
an eye on quarterly results and stock markets. This is consistent with the notion that 
mistakes can happen, and going for the next round in the competition is more impor-
tant. You should aim for the short term, knowing that there will be other rounds and 
other chances to continue competing.

Another supporting concept for Contest cultures is the notion that corrections 
can be made quickly. Thinking in the short term allows for frequent follow-ups and 
frequent corrections of mistakes. The idea is that this also supports flexibility and 
rapidly adapting to change.

The avoidance of the repetition of mistakes is not as important as getting back 
into action (Peters and Waterman 2015). Having “a bias for action” is considered in 
Contest cultures to be one of the keys for obtaining excellence.

This was evident also in the handling of the global financial crisis in 2008, when 
Contest culture advocates in the United States and United Kingdom pressed the 
American Federal Reserve Bank and the European Central Bank for quick short- 
term corrective actions, while Well-Oiled Machine culture advocates in Germany 
and Switzerland stressed the need for reviewing existing structures and processes in 
order to avoid the repetition of similar problems in the future. These differences in 
culture perspectives affect not only microeconomic management issues within orga-
nizations but also macroeconomic issues in terms of public policies.

As a consequence of mistakes, guilt has greater weight than shame when it 
comes to Contest cultures. These cultures are more individualistic (rather than col-
lectivistic), and therefore feelings of guilt (failing in regard to your own standards) 
tend to be stronger than feelings of shame (failing in the eyes of your refer-
ence group).

10.3  Was the Mistake Caused by a Faulty Process?

The emphasis in Well-Oiled Machine (WOM) organizational cultures is more on 
process rather than on results. Certainly results are important in these cultures, but 
the typical response to a mistake is: What went wrong with the process and caused 
this mistake to happen? Was the process faulty by design, or was execution the 
problem? How can we fix the process (or structure, or procedure) in order to make 
the process “fool-proof,” thereby avoiding the mistake ever repeating itself?

These organizational cultures are more typically found in countries with 
Germanic national cultures: that is to say, Germany, Austria, and Switzerland. Still, 
they may be found in other parts of the world, with less frequency.

WOM cultures operate on the premise that the most important thing is for the 
organization to have an overall order superseding everything. Organizations need 
planning, structures, regulations, policies, and procedures that will allow work to be 
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done smoothly. If everyone does their job according to the rules, tasks will be car-
ried out efficiently according to plan. When something goes wrong and/or a mistake 
happens, the first question is generally: Was there something wrong with the plan? 
How can we correct the plan?

The assumption is that people in general have a natural desire to perform well 
and avoid mistakes. If a mistake does happen, then surely the plan (or structure, 
process, etc.) must be at fault and needs to be corrected.

Individual accountability is also enforced, with a strong link to discipline. If an 
individual strays away from the established process and makes a mistake, it becomes 
very difficult to justify that deviation from an established norm. Such deviations can 
be punished very strictly, but the person is not regarded as “a loser” as is the case in 
Contest cultures. Rather, the social punishment is the loss of credibility. A person 
who shows lack of discipline is considered unworthy for promotions or displays of 
recognition in organizations.

Firing does not happen as easily as it does in Contest cultures; it is actually quite 
rare. The notion of an overall order includes keeping everyone on board and avoid-
ing exclusion by severance. WOM cultures are also quite egalitarian and that also 
means that everyone is entitled to a second chance. However, the criteria for judging 
people vis-à-vis their mistakes are different. If the person who made the mistake 
was following established norms, blame is shifted to the faulty norms, plans, or 
structures, and the person is exonerated from blame. Such a person deserves many 
new chances, since he/she is absolved. If lack of discipline is detected, then blame 
falls squarely on the person.

As in other individualistic cultures, guilt is more important than shame. This 
means that regardless of the pain involved in losing credibility in the eyes of others, 
having failed to satisfy your own highly demanding standards is a stronger punish-
ing factor.

The strong respect for norms means that exceptions are not accepted. While in 
other culture exceptions can almost become the rule, in WOM cultures they are 
almost nonexistent. All of this can sometimes stifle creativity and innovation, but it 
does not preclude them. There needs to be a set time and place for creativity and an 
established procedure. As long as those boundaries are respected, innovation may 
flourish. And if mistakes happen within those innovation-seeking boundaries, they 
are not regarded as such.

Avoiding mistakes in any other environment is a priority. The motivation is not 
to avoid negative impact on results but to avoid upsetting the overall order. This is 
achieved through detailed planning and organizing and disciplined execution and 
also by relying on experts.

Expertise is highly valued in WOM cultures. Experts are more highly revered 
than people in positions of authority or people who are top performers. However, 
experts need to cope with the fact that this recognition comes with a price: they are 
expected to never make mistakes. If people who make mistakes are despised, then 
people who were regarded as experts and make mistakes are strongly despised. 
Their expert status may be immediately lost, and they might lose the credibility they 
had accumulated over years of study and hard work.
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Correcting mistakes is important, but in WOM cultures, corrections are supposed 
to be done carefully, not necessarily in a hurry, to avoid making things worse. Rather 
than “a bias for action,” WOM culture organizations have “a bias for thinking twice 
before jumping.” A badly made correction can do more damage than the initial mis-
take, so treading carefully is crucial. As previously stated, the priority is placed on 
correcting the faulty process, more than quickly fixing something that might happen 
again unless the process is verified.

10.4  Never Exclude Anyone

Network organizational cultures are typical of the Scandinavian countries and of the 
Netherlands. These organizations are more egalitarian than most and tend toward 
decentralized decision-making structures. They are characterized by frequent dis-
cussions without reverence to hierarchy and by reaching decisions through 
consensus.

The main distinction between Network cultures and the previously described 
Contest and WOM cultures is that the latter two put greater emphasis on perfor-
mance, compared to the former. Network cultures show significant care for people 
issues, work-life balance, and quality of life, more than the other two organizational 
culture types.

This creates room for mistakes to happen (because there is less emphasis on 
performing to the highest possible standards), and it strongly influences how mis-
takes are handled.

Network cultures have a certain reputation for tolerance. This refers not only to 
social behaviors, but it also applies to assessing performance and to deciding on 
what is regarded (or not) as a mistake, to begin with.

Performance levels regarded as unacceptable in Contest and WOM cultures may 
be tolerated in Network organizations; mistakes are often regarded as “not material 
enough to be regarded as such.” For instance, if a sales clerk often takes longer than 
the standard to make a gift-wrapped package, and the end product turns out to be 
usually rather sloppy, these might constitute reason enough for dismissal in Contest 
cultures. In Network cultures, there is less pressure on speed and lower standards 
for gift-wrapping. Therefore, a mediocre performer might continue to underperform 
without sanction for quite a while.

In Network organizational cultures, missing a deadline is also not regarded as a 
major problem, compared to Contest and WOM. If delivery is late by a day or two, 
this is often considered acceptable. This is simply because Network culture organi-
zations tend to consider that people should not be required to make significant per-
sonal sacrifices in order to deliver according to client expectations. This does not 
mean to say that Network organizations have poor standards; it is simply that they 
do not enforce those standards with 100% rigor. They tend to leave a little bit of 
room for tolerance and for accommodating exceptions.
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By contrast with WOM cultures, Network organizations expect people to assess 
any given situation and make a personal judgment call on how to handle it, follow-
ing procedures automatically or deciding to make exceptions to the rules. In Network 
cultures, people are expected to make exceptions, as long as they can justify them. 
Justifications are often based on humanitarian reasons, rather than to obtain better 
results or out of respect for authority figures.

There is also a lot of sympathy for “underdogs.” This means that, when personal 
accountability for a mistake is to be ascertained, the culture influences people to be 
merciful and lenient toward those who are perceived to be less fortunate. If someone 
is regarded as “a social case,” that means that such a person somehow deserves support 
from everyone in society, including their peers, supervisors, and direct reports. In prac-
tice, all of this means that it is very rare for people to get severely punished or even 
fired for making mistakes, even if they make them rather often. Frequently managers 
cite protective labor legislation as being an obstacle to severance of underperformers; 
but the actual fact is that culture values play a more influential role in the process.

Network cultures are also individualistic, so once again guilt plays a stronger 
role than shame as a negative feeling. This is even stronger in Network cultures 
because whenever people are publicly exposed to shame, people around them tend 
to quickly side with the person being shamed, feeling sorry for them. When some-
one is publicly put to shame in Network cultures, everyone around them feels the 
pain; therefore, such situations are better avoided.

Corrections of mistakes can be made quickly and on the spot, due to the usually 
decentralized decision structure. However, the speed of decisions to correct may 
also be affected by the need to seek consensus among stakeholders. If the situation 
falls clearly within the mandate of an individual, the decision can be made quickly. 
However, if it involves different stakeholders, it will be necessary to consult all of 
them, perhaps slowing down the process. If a quick decision is absolutely necessary, 
subsequent endorsement of that decision should be requested, humbly, explaining 
why the consultation was not possible earlier. Such a posteriori endorsements 
should never be taken for granted, for failing to consult stakeholders a priori is 
something not easily forgiven.

Avoiding the repetition of mistakes is not as important as it is in WOM cultures. 
Rather, in Network organizational cultures, there is a bigger concern on learning 
from the mistake. If the person who made the mistake has learned from it, possibly 
painfully, then it is considered that it is highly likely that this person will never make 
the same mistake again. Therefore, it is better to keep the person on that same job; 
this should ensure that the mistake would not happen again.

10.5  My Friends Can Make Mistakes

Social Pyramid organizational cultures have relationships and respect for hierarchy 
as their main distinctive characteristics. The underlying assumptions are that (a) 
power distribution is uneven in organizations; (b) you should assert the power of 
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your position to those below you, while respecting the authority of those in posi-
tions above you; and (c) having friends in high places will do wonders to help you 
climb up the hierarchical structure.

The Social Pyramid organizational culture is quite typical of Latin America and 
Africa; it is also found often in Portugal, Greece, and in many countries of Eastern 
Europe, including Russia. There is a Brazilian popular expression that nicely sum-
marizes the typical attitude toward mistakes found in these organizations: aos ami-
gos, tudo; aos demais, os rigores da lei (to my friends, everything; to all others, the 
rigors of the law).

This means that when mistakes are made, the way they are handled depends 
significantly on the relationships involved, more than the actual facts. If the person 
who made the mistake is regarded as a loyal friend, people will be tolerant and 
lenient toward what has happened. If, however, there is no significant relationship in 
place between the people involved, those deciding about how to handle it will be 
much more strict and rigorous.

Power structures also have a huge influence in these organizations. Therefore, a 
mistake is whatever your boss considers it to be a mistake. Never mind if you 
achieved the results expected; never mind if you strictly followed the procedures. 
Your boss’s opinion counts more than anything else. Regardless of discipline and 
getting results, your boss might think you made a mistake if (a) your actions implied 
a lack of respect for the boss’s position; or (b) your actions might be interpreted as 
lacking in loyalty (to the boss, to the company, or to your reference group).

Since power holders are seen to have absolute power, fear of that perceived 
power leads people to often hide mistakes from their superiors. A basic challenge 
for senior management is to identify problems at the beginning, before they grow 
into a bigger issue. Often they are only made aware of mistakes when it is too late 
or when they have turned into bigger problems that are much more difficult to handle.

In such relationship-oriented cultures, shame carries much more weight than 
feelings of guilt. “Saving face” is of paramount importance in such environments; 
and when someone makes a mistake, their primary concern is how that will affect 
their image vis-à-vis their reference group and their superiors. Discipline toward 
compliance is not regarded as crucial. Being caught by your friends or your boss 
when making a mistake is much more important.

Paraphrasing the Zen Buddhist riddle: if someone makes a mistake in the middle 
of the forest and nobody sees it, is it still a mistake (in a Social Pyramid culture)? 
Actually, it depends on whether the mistake will be identified later and traced back 
to the person responsible. There might be better dividends to obtain by confessing 
to your boss and friends, thereby showing honesty and courage, rather than risking 
being found out later. The key mechanism is still: “what will others think” (shame), 
rather than “what do I think about myself” (guilt).

When determining whether a mistake has been made and how to handle it, 
observers within a Social Pyramid culture will typically ask: who were the people 
involved? If they were authority figures or celebrities, mistakes are likely to be eas-
ily downplayed and perhaps forgiven. If, on the contrary, the people involved are on 
the lower levels of the social hierarchy, there is a higher probability that they might 
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be treated harshly. If they happen to be friends with the power holders, that will also 
affect how things are handled.

Conflicts can quickly turn personal, causing emotions to flare. This is perceived as 
a serious threat to group identity. Because of this, conflicts within the same group are 
avoided, in order to maintain harmony. Dissenting opinions within groups are sup-
pressed. Conflicts do occur between different groups, rather than between individuals 
in the same group. The implication for handling mistakes is that typically opinions 
will be framed as “the people in production” versus “the people in sales,” rather than 
between two different engineers within the production department, for instance.

In any case, since decisions are usually centralized at the top, it will be up to 
those power holders to decide on how to handle most mistakes, and their decisions 
are less likely to be challenged. Therefore, one way of avoiding conflict is to quickly 
escalate, delegating upward. The boss will decide, so we don’t have to fight.

Family relatives of power holders enjoy privileged status in these cultures and 
often get away with making frequent mistakes without any consequence to their 
standings.

If one such privileged individual is found to be making mistakes rather fre-
quently, this creates an embarrassment for the organization, since it exposes the fact 
that performance is actually secondary. To avoid that embarrassment, key players 
will often go out of their way to protect the boss from losing face. They might sur-
round the mistake-prone relative with safeguarding mechanisms to help that per-
son’s performance. For instance, the boss’s son might be given a “safe” job where 
his incompetence will have little impact or will not be evident; or he might be 
assigned to work with a very competent assistant who will do all the work and allow 
the boss’s son to get the credit.

These mechanisms will also be used to avoid the repetition of mistakes. If a mis-
take has involved a key figure losing face, the primary concern tends to be: “how can 
we avoid the losing face to happen again,” more than “how can we avoid the mistake 
happening again.” Relationships and hierarchy will always be at the center of peo-
ple’s concerns.

10.6  Is This a Mistake or an Error?

Solar System organizational cultures are a bit more complicated to read by outside 
observers, because they show certain characteristics that create contradicting pres-
sures. In such cultures, there is significant respect for hierarchy, similar to the Social 
Pyramid cultures; but there is also significant value placed on individual responsi-
bility, freedom of expression, and direct communication, similar to what is observed 
in Contest, Network, and Well-Oiled Machine cultures.

This creates a tension between respecting the boss and speaking up to occasion-
ally challenge her/him. Solar System cultures also show significant concern for 
avoiding uncertainty, something that only increases the stakes regarding the tension 
between Power Distance and Individualism.
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The implications for handling mistakes are very interesting. Determining what is 
regarded as a mistake or not is not as straightforward as in egalitarian organizational 
cultures (Contest, Network, and WOM); it is affected by the respect for hierarchy. 
Therefore, people do ask: “who was involved?” And if the reply is that a figure of 
authority was involved, this might mean greater tolerance and also a concern for 
“saving face,” similar to what happens in Social Pyramid cultures.

However, relationships and group loyalty play a lesser role; and high Individualism 
means that there is some support for expressing dissenting opinions and applying 
rules and criteria regardless of hierarchy. Typically, discussions ensue (also sup-
ported by Individualism). In such discussions, people walk a fine line between com-
municating openly while respecting hierarchy and avoiding loss of face by superior 
officers.

In retrospect we can say that in egalitarian and individualistic cultures such as 
Contest, Network, and WOM, discussions about mistakes focus on “what” and 
“how”: What happened? How did it happen? How can we fix it? What needs to be 
done? How can we avoid it happening again?

By contrast, in collectivistic and hierarchical cultures such as the Social Pyramid 
style, discussions about mistakes emphasize the “who”: Who did this? Who else 
was involved? Who will decide what to do? Who will be affected by the fix we 
implement? Who will decide on avoiding repetition? Who will be in charge of 
implementing corrective and preventive measures?

In Solar System cultures, we see a combination of the two approaches. “What” 
and “how” are important from an individualistic perspective; but “who” is empha-
sized from a hierarchical perspective.

The outcome might be decided by resorting to an overriding conceptual frame-
work and making the discussion more about theories, concepts, and principles, 
rather than about whether or not the boss is right. The underlying principle is to 
avoid personal confrontation, shifting the focus of discussion to a theoretical debate. 
Questions often asked include: Is this an error or a mistake? What are the criteria for 
differentiating these two? Do we have a detailed policy describing what to do in 
cases like this one? Often there are, indeed, very detailed policies in Solar System 
organizations, to avoid the uncertainty of having to decide on a case-by-case basis.

Solar System organizational cultures were thus named because what often hap-
pens is a reinterpretation of policies and strategies at each level of the organization. 
The top boss (or top team) is “the sun” in the Solar System, around which the plan-
ets (direct reports) move in orbit. Each planet, however, has its own satellites. 
Directives emanating from the top boss are thus often reinterpreted by the middle 
managers, resulting in movements that might be seen as contradicting the senior- 
most directives. These reinterpretations are supported by Individualism; and middle 
managers demand respect from their immediate reports (consistent with the high 
Power Distance).

The overall outcome is that there are constant discussions across different levels 
of authority, challenging authority (but not too much). Superior officers need to 
assert their authority frequently, but also leaving some room for individual freedom 
to be expressed. These discussions often take the form of elaborate power games 
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and diplomatic conversations, carefully treading the fine line between respecting 
hierarchy and allowing room for Individualism.

Solar System organizational cultures are more frequently found in France, 
Belgium, Italy, and Spain; but they may also be found in Poland and in Argentina.

High Individualism means that guilt plays a stronger role than shame; but there 
is also concern for saving face to preserve hierarchical status (less than to preserve 
relationships and group harmony). One might say that the importance of guilt and 
shame vis-à-vis making mistakes come out even, depending very much on the spe-
cific situations.

Corrections are made rather quickly, though sometimes the respect for hierarchy 
will lead people to escalate unnecessarily. At other times, decisions might be made 
at lower levels, asserting “planet” authority. Abundant documented policies are usu-
ally the guidelines for escalating or not.

To prevent repetitions of mistakes, Solar System organizations turn to robust 
conceptual thinking as a foundation for policies and procedures. Discussions can be 
quite heated (supported by Individualism) at the beginning, when supporting theo-
ries are being debated. Once a concept is agreed upon, things can move more 
quickly toward detailing and implementation. However, we must remain aware of 
the fact that preventive policies will still be subject to interpretation, in practice. 
Constant supervision may be required to ensure alignment is still there after a while.

10.7  Contingency Rules

In so-called Traditional Family organizational culture styles, hierarchy and relation-
ships are very important, often even more than in Social Pyramid styles, with which 
they share many similarities. The main differentiating factor, according to Wursten 
(2017), is Uncertainty Avoidance: it is higher in Social Pyramid cultures and lower 
in Traditional Family styles.

The Family style is typical of most Asian cultures (Thailand and Pakistan are 
exceptions where the Social Pyramid style is often prevalent). In summary, the 
 difference is that in Family styles, there is less formality and structure. Often there 
is no organization chart in the classic sense of the term, but rather a somewhat fuzzy 
set of reporting lines that were never clearly documented or communicated. 
Everybody knows who their direct boss and direct reports are; everything else is not 
necessarily clear. Even the CEO’s authority may not be clear-cut. Informal power 
relations, especially in family-owned companies, often override formal mandates. 
An uncle who is not even part of the company might be making all the important 
decisions and relaying them informally through relatives inside, bypassing top 
management.

Written policies, when they exist at all, are often vague and broad guidelines, 
lacking in detail. This means that decisions are taken by the (often informal) power 
holders, based on their relationships more than anything else.
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Since these power holders are perceived to have absolute power, mistakes are 
often hidden from them, from fear of harsh punishment or dismissal. The only fac-
tor acting as an incentive to reveal mistakes is that it may show loyalty to your 
superiors, especially if someone else gets the blame. But if blowing the whistle (a 
very popular expression in Contest cultures) means exposing some power holders, 
what usually happens in practice is that people prefer not to run the risk of retalia-
tion; therefore, they choose to remain silent. Anonymous whistle blowing some-
times works as a mistake-identifying mechanism, but the challenge is convincing 
people that they can truly remain anonymous and safe from retribution.

When mistakes do come to the attention of decision-makers, their task is to 
examine every situation carefully according to its specific contingencies. The pro-
cess is similar to what has been described for the Social Pyramid organizational 
culture style, but in Traditional Family organizations, it is even more fluid and rela-
tivistic, because of enhanced informality. This is also linked to what Michael Harris 
Bond has identified (Bond 2015) as a distinct value-dimension, which Hofstede 
later incorporated as a “fifth dimension” in his own framework.

This fifth dimension measures the degree in which a culture adopts a flexible, 
long-term-oriented, and relativistic stance when complying to norms, versus a more 
disciplined, short-term-oriented, and normative stance. Although this dimension 
was not part of Wursten’s original work, it has been found that the Asian cultures 
that were classified as Traditional Family styles all score high on this dimension as 
well, meaning that they value flexibility and a contingency-based approach when 
handling mistakes.

Every mistake is then assessed and corrected looking primarily at who was 
involved, what were the circumstances, who shall decide on correction, and what 
could be the consequences (impacting whom) of corrective action. Existing norms, 
contracts, and previous commitments play a secondary role. Each situation stands 
on its own to be assessed. Decisions on correction and prevention will be made 
bearing in mind who is involved at present and will be involved in a possible recur-
rence. Hierarchy plays a central role in assessing who will be affected by decisions.

Since Uncertainty Avoidance is lower than in Social Pyramid cultures, this means 
that there is a greater tendency to accept risk. This aspect also influences the attitude 
of leaving norms and contract commitments aside, assessing each situation without 
a bias toward precedents or even existing regulations.

Shame and saving face are much more important than individual feelings of 
guilt. In the end, it is all about what others (especially authority figures) will think 
of me, rather than assessing my behavior against my own standards.

10.8  Avoiding Mistakes Through Rituals

Japan (and the typical Japanese organizational culture) does not fit in under the 
criteria that Huib Wursten defined when creating the six styles we’ve seen so far.
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Japanese organizations have respect for hierarchy, but not as high as can be 
observed in Social Pyramid, Solar System, and Traditional Family organizational 
culture styles. They have a rather unique bottom-up, level-by-level consensus- 
seeking decision-making process, through which decisions rise slowly to be eventu-
ally decided upon by senior management. Yes, there is greater respect for hierarchy 
than in egalitarian cultures, but there is room for each level to influence decisions 
(collectively, not individually). Collectivism and valuing relationships are high; 
this, in itself, is not a differentiating factor. Making decisions in this circular, bot-
tom- up way is unique (Hoffman 2015).

Performance Orientation (Hofstede’s “Masculinism” dimension) is the highest 
measured by research. Japanese organizations are known for demanding utmost 
dedication from its members and breeding workaholics, even more than Contest and 
WOM cultures.

Furthering the case for Japanese-style uniqueness is the equally high Uncertainty 
Avoidance, a very evident aspect of Japanese organizations. This is typified by 
avoiding risk and adopting rituals as a path to ensuring consistency.

It is interesting to note that in Japanese cultures, there is a rather high flexibility 
and relativism. What this means in practice is that there is an apparent contradiction 
between avoiding uncertainty and treasuring performance (and striving for short- 
term results) in assessing situations and a pull toward contingency attitudes taking 
into account the long-term perspective, relationships, and hierarchy. Situations must 
be assessed on a case-by-case basis, like in Traditional Family organizational cul-
tures (asking the “who” questions); but the need to avoid uncertainty and achieve 
results brings in the observance of rituals to attain a certain balance between 
these forces.

The implications for identifying and handling mistakes are many.
The value placed on excellent performance and on avoiding risk translates into 

the adoption of ambitious and highly detailed quality standards. Japanese organiza-
tions have enjoyed a global “best-practice” reputation for quality since the 1980s. 
Quality Circles and Total Quality programs spread from Japan and were imitated all 
over the world. However, in many organizations, such programs failed. They usu-
ally were not as successful as their originators in Japan, and more often than not 
“Japanese culture” was named as the crucial differentiating factor.

Japanese-style organizations (they do exist outside of Japan) treat their approach 
to quality as a series of rituals. These rituals allow the identification of mistakes 
early on, before they become larger problems.

However, as we’ve seen in the example of Toyota in the United States (Alvarez 
2016), the need to save face can come in and, at a senior level, allow for behaviors 
that result in trying to hide mistakes from regulators and from public view. Quality 
rituals were followed at the operational levels; but at senior levels, managers decided 
to shun their own standards and take a contingency approach. After a while, they 
could not maintain that approach any longer and were forced to recant and apolo-
gize. The Toyota brand suffered considerable damage, and it took years to regain 
trust in the eyes of the American public.
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When such mistakes happen in Japanese organizations, public shame serves to 
atone for guilt. Executives apologize in public, following a ritual that is closely 
watched to ascertain how deep and low will said executives bow (the deeper the 
bow, the more profound the apology).

Corrective and preventive actions will follow the quality rituals previously 
described (Karatsu 1988): proposals will be created through a bottom-up, level-by- 
level consensus approach, until decisions are made by senior management. This 
means that decisions can take much longer than, for instance, in Contest organiza-
tional cultures, but implementation is usually smoother, quicker, and with the ben-
efit of more employee engagement, due to the great amount of participation at 
middle and lower levels.

10.9  Conclusion

When it comes to identifying and handling mistakes across cultures, the challenges 
for international organizations are many. They start and finish with understanding 
their own organizational cultures at Head Office; they go on to adapting their prac-
tices according to the cultures under which they operate in different countries, tak-
ing stock of how those local cultures affect the identification, correction, and 
prevention of mistake recurrence. Adapting practices, by the way, does not mean 
that organizations must let go of their corporate standards. What it does mean is that 
the path to meeting those standards may be different according to each environment.

The process ends, as culture awareness increases, with becoming aware of an 
organizational culture’s “blind spots.” Since cultural values affect everything we do, 
including our perception of reality, organizations much learn how to identify their 
own culture bias, which is likely, at first, to prevent them from seeing certain issues 
in their own culture and also in the culture of others.

For instance, in Network cultures, people may readily identify culture differ-
ences regarding hierarchy; but they often overlook the importance of having a bias 
toward quality of life and caring in detriment of striving for high performance. In 
Contest cultures, their bias for action makes it more difficult to give situation analy-
sis enough time before jumping to conclusions. Respect for hierarchy in Social 
Pyramid, Solar System, and Traditional Family cultures can sometimes lead to 
underrating contributions from young talent sitting in the lower levels of their struc-
ture. Well-Oiled Machine cultures tend to overlook the importance of constant 
supervision to ensure compliance, because they tend to think that everyone will 
have the strict self-discipline that they enjoy at Head Office. And Japanese organiza-
tions tend to miss the fact that in many cultures, most people may value their fami-
lies more than they value their jobs.
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I recommend that managers and professionals begin by seeking to understand 
their own national and organizational cultures, to become aware of how their per-
sonal culture bias might shape their perception, especially when looking at certain 
situations in a culture that is different from their own. Management effectiveness 
can increase significantly when managers understand their own culture values and 
also those of their stakeholders from different cultures.

In terms of handling mistakes, understanding the underlying logic of each cul-
ture style will help managers to understand why people approach mistakes differ-
ently and use diverse arguments for prevention, identification, and correction of 
mistakes. This will help them make more effective and efficient decisions when 
planning, when designing policies and procedures, and when troubleshooting criti-
cal incidents concerning mistake-handling.

Understanding your own culture bias may also help you communicate more 
effectively and clarify your own arguments when discussing mistakes across cul-
tures. Effective communication may be enhanced by increasing your ability to stand 
in your stakeholder’s shoes and also by allowing you to clarify your own point of 
view to others. As a result, I expect that managers will become more effective in 
handling mistakes whatever the culture environment they operate in.
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Chapter 11
A Systems Psychodynamic Perspective 
on Conflict and Failure at Work

Claude-Hélène Mayer

Abstract This chapter provides an in-depth insight into ethnographic experiences 
of conflict and failure in a South African work context. The conflict is analysed and 
interpreted from systems psychodynamic theory perspectives, to provide new and 
differentiated ideas on the in-depth complexity of conflict experiences in a specific 
cultural context. The purpose of this chapter is to offer insight into an intra- and 
inter-psychological conflict experience from an ethnographic perspective, in the 
South African post-apartheid work context. An ethnographic research methodology, 
which is anchored in the research paradigm of Dilthey’s modern hermeneutics and 
a natural research approach, is used. This chapter presents a single case study of an 
intrapersonal and interpersonal conflict in a selected South African workplace. This 
conflict escalated over 4 years, remained unresolved and was therefore experienced 
as a failure from the perspective of the participant of the research study. The aim of 
this chapter is to provide insights into conflict experiences which arose between two 
individuals of different cultural origins at work and their underlying system psycho-
dynamic impacts of the experienced failure. The research methods used include: 
interviews, field notes, contextual descriptions and interpretations  based on the 
theoretical framework of systems psychodynamics. Recommendations for future 
theory and practice to overcome intercultural conflict and experiences of failure at 
work are offered.
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11.1  Introduction

From Western perspectives, the African continent is often associated with violence, 
war and unresolved conflicts (Janzen 2016). Western perspectives on conflict and 
failure and their resolution in African countries and work contexts have been dis-
cussed critically with regard to power relations, inequality and ideology—and a call 
for different perspectives on conflict and its management has evolved (Mayer and 
Louw 2012; Nader and Grande 2002).

The management of conflict and failure in African contexts is an issue that has 
been well-researched from various disciplinary perspectives, such as management 
(Mayer and Louw 2012), psychology (Van Niekerk 2013) or cultural anthropology 
(Vigh 2008), and is often described in Western, etic terms (Mayer 2005). This, how-
ever, leads to the presentation of conflict in African contexts through Westernised 
worldviews and does not necessarily lead to differentiated, heterogeneous and 
culture- specific insights into emic concepts of conflict and its management (Mayer 
2005, 2008; Mayer and Louw 2012). This might lead to stereotypic views, culturali-
sation and generalisation when defining and understanding conflict and its manage-
ment within a certain cultural context (Lin 2010).

Culture is characterised by hybridisation and inner complexity and can be 
defined, according to Bennett (2017), as “the coordination of meaning and action 
within a bounded group”. This allows for a broad and general understanding of the 
cultural concept which yields, on an individual level, the culture of worldview while 
including the idea of the individual being part of a group with boundaries. According 
to Berry (1989), emic approaches provide culture-specific insights and detailed, 
fairly non-stereotypic information.

Mahadevan and Mayer (2017) find that because of increasing sociocultural 
diversity within organisations and societies, new and context-specific approaches 
and insights are needed to understand and revise power relations and conflict. Mayer 
(2008) emphasises that conflict needs an emic understanding from the inside of the 
self and the sociocultural context. Syed (2008) highlights that specific contours of 
cultural diversity in societies, as well as in the workplace, need to be taken into 
account and context-specific research is needed to deal with diversity and cultural 
phenomena on an intersecting level (Syed 2008; Syed and Özbilgin 2009). This is 
specifically true for reoccurring conflictual communication situations in specific 
cultural contexts and for individuals of different cultural origins acting within these 
(organisational) contexts (Mayer and May 2018). Accordingly, conflict is defined as 
being part of sociocultural interaction (Mayer and Louw 2012) in which the interac-
tion is experienced from different points of views and interest, which might lead to 
clashes (Mayer 2006). Failure to manage conflict often leads to distrust and dimin-
ished relationship building (Elo et al. 2015) but may also be seen as a resource to 
develop and grow individually.

Micro-level ethnographic investigation can shed new light on conflict as a terrain 
of context, action and meaning (Vigh 2008; Beek and Göpfert 2012), calling for 
ethnographic, reflexive case study research on conflict in work contexts in 
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 sub- Saharan Africa to develop increasingly differentiated knowledge and under-
standing of conflict from a systemic perspective. In-depth knowledge is created 
when different layers of systems are taken into account, and the creation of meaning 
of conflict experiences unfolds at different systemic levels to develop a differenti-
ated and reflexive knowledge, questioning implicit power relations (Mahadevan and 
Mayer 2017). These different levels can be explored by applying systems psycho-
dynamic theory to ethnographic descriptions, thereby addressing individual and 
group level perspectives in an in-depth, systemic manner (Schruijer and Curseu 
2014). Systems psychosocial dynamic approaches are used in this research to 
explore a single-case communication situation in South Africa between two col-
leagues of different cultural origins. This exploration of new perspectives can foster 
in-depth insights, individual development and personal growth (Vikkelso 2012).

11.2  Purpose and Aim

The aim of this chapter is to present a single-case conflict, experienced by one indi-
vidual and presented as an ethnographic description which is analysed and inter-
preted through the lens of systems psychodynamics theories. The purpose is to 
present an in-depth insight into a selected example of culturally embedded conflict 
and provide the reader with a new and differentiated understanding of an interper-
sonal and intrapersonal conflict while taking power relations and conscious and 
unconscious systems psychodynamics on individual and group level into account.

11.2.1  Systems Psychodynamics and Group Relations

The systems psychodynamics theory provides theoretical approaches based on psy-
choanalytic patterns of interpretation which attempt to understand the experiences, 
processes, feelings and behaviour of groups by including the analysis and interpre-
tation of conscious and unconscious processes and structures (Miller 1993; Cilliers 
et al. 2012; Steyn and Cilliers 2016).

Systems need to deal with emotions and uncertainties. In case the system is not 
able to contain these emotions or thoughts, individuals within the system become 
“containers” and are thereby unconsciously absorbed into the system (Motsoaledi 
and Cillers 2012). If the emotions run high, they might be projected onto an object 
within the system to contain the unbearable (Motsoaledi and Cillers 2012). Anxiety 
is often motivating unconscious and conscious dynamics within systems, impacting 
on behaviour, emotions and thoughts (Klein 2005; Shongwe 2014), thereby defend-
ing against powerlessness and paralysis and anxiety itself (Sievers 2009). When 
emotions are not addressed, defence mechanisms occur, such as splitting, projec-
tion, idealisation, rationalisation, simplification and denial (Blackman 2004; Stapley 
1996, 2006), which can lead to conflict.
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Splitting describes a dynamic in which individuals fail to see the self and others 
as a unit or as a cohesive whole individual owing to unconscious anxieties (Klein 
1988). Splitting leads to an all-or-nothing thinking, and individuals might split off 
unwanted feelings, thoughts or experiences which are unappreciated or which they 
reject (Cilliers and Smit 2006). In this thinking, the whole cannot be integrated. This 
splitting applies to the dynamic of inclusion and exclusion (Cilliers and Smit 2006) 
and can occur in subgroups and along boundaries, such as national belonging, age, 
work abilities or other perceived differences, such as race or gender (Shemla et al. 
2014). In this case, the system splits up parts which are not attainable and projects 
them onto “the other”. The other contains the unwanted or even idealised parts, until 
the system grows in strength and is able to retrieve what belongs to itself and with 
what it can now deal with (Cilliers and Smit 2006).

This defence mechanism of projection refers to projecting undesirable feelings, 
thoughts, experiences, attitudes or parts—which are unconsciously inherent in the 
system—onto a system’s object. The person projecting cannot cope with a certain 
part and therefore projects it onto another object in the system, thereby imagining 
that this part belongs to the other, not to the self (Huffington et al. 2004; Cilliers and 
May 2010). Since life experiences are usually a product of previous experiences 
which have been gained during childhood (Fraher 2004) or in previous important 
relationships, they impact on contemporary experiences by being projected onto 
contemporary situations (Klein 1997).

Based on the projections, the projector’s unwanted parts enter the psychological 
system of the other, and the recipient starts identifying with the projections, creating 
a process of projective identification (Cilliers and Smit 2006). The recipient claims 
ownership of the projected parts, and the projector believes that the projections are 
part of the recipient, while the receiver’s behaviour changes in accordance with the 
needs of the projector (Campbell and Huffington 2008). Strong emotions and high 
anxiety levels might stimulate communication of needs through projective identifi-
cation (Bion 1961; Klein 1997; Myburg 2009; Van Tonder 2012).

The defence mechanism of introjection describes a dynamic in which the indi-
vidual needs an object to identify with and to internalise and contain projections 
(Klein 1997; Fraher 2004). Thereby, the individual internally replicates behaviours, 
attributes or other fragments of the environment or surrounding world (Cilliers 
2012). During this process, the individual takes experiences from the outside world 
into the self while being unaware of the whole system (Cilliers et al. 2012). Through 
introjection (in terms of internalisation), experiences from the past, such as those 
with the family of origin, are transferred into the present and unconsciously impact 
on the current behaviour of the individual (Stapley 2006).

Rationalisation and intellectualisation provide the individual with intellectual 
explanations for systems psychodynamic mechanisms, for example, splitting or 
projection, and for their behaviour (Cilliers 2005; Cilliers and May 2010). Another 
defence mechanism is idealisation, in which individuals relate to an object within 
the system by idealising it, for example, an imagined caring parental figure (Cilliers 
2017). The idealisation is often based on idealised (symbolic) interactions or on 
idealised imagined figures. Simplification is also a defence mechanism, working 
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with concepts which are reduced in complexity and understanding, based on a sim-
plified image of the world, the phenomenon or the system (Cilliers and 
Terblanche 2010).

Finally, denial is defined as an act of disowning the unaccepted parts of the self, 
an experience or behaviour, by applying the idea that this part no longer exists. By 
using this defence mechanism, the part remains part of the system’s unconscious-
ness and of the self. Therefore, denial is usually only a temporary solution since it 
reoccurs within the system (Stapley 1996).

11.2.2  Conflict and Systems Psychodynamics

From a systems psychodynamic perspective, conflict can be seen as a macro- 
systemic competition of status, power and privilege that evokes certain behaviour 
and dynamics on individual and interpersonal levels (Cilliers 2012). It is used as a 
powerful defence against group dynamics which result from uncertainty and anxi-
ety (Myburg 2009). The conflict might manifest on individual levels or between 
levels and might turn into the experience of failure. When conflict manifests intrap-
ersonally, it is usually expressed through conflicting feeling or ideas. When conflict 
occurs interpersonally, it might be expressed in arguments or misunderstandings 
(Cilliers and Koortzen 2005). Conflict can occur in individuals or subgroups on 
behalf of the larger systems which the individuals and subsystems are part of (Rice 
1951). They might also reflect the larger system.

Further, the individual who contains the emotions within a system is often asso-
ciated with being a symbolic parent through containment and is therefore experi-
enced as a protective force (Kaplan and Lipinsky-Kella 2015; Shongwe 2014). 
When the defence mechanisms to deal with anxieties and insecurities within a sys-
tem are intense, it is possible that containment of feelings can become a real chal-
lenge which then might lead to conflictual situations (Aram et al. 2015; Armstrong 
and Rustin 2015). When power modes change, for example, in terms of gender 
modes, conflict might occur, and containers for emotions and certain group dynam-
ics, anxieties and uncertainties could change (Kinnear 2014; Shongwe 2014). This 
could lead to conflict, the experience of chaos, limited resources or other challenges 
(Meyer and Boninelli 2007) and might be associated unconsciously with conflicts 
anchored earlier in life (Krantz 2001).

Conflict might be based in identity challenges, identity confusion or reconstruc-
tion (identity-based conflict), or it could be anchored in interests (Cilliers and 
Terblanche 2010). Interest-based conflict is founded in the unconscious need for 
recognition, dignity, safety and control (Cilliers and Terblanche 2010). Conflict, 
however, might also occur as the result of confusion around roles and authorities 
(Cilliers and Koortzen 2005; Cytrynbaum and Noumair 2004; Naik 2014), blurred 
or undefined boundaries and boundary management (Cilliers and Terblanche 2010) 
or transference and countertransference in symbolic relationships which are recon-
structed from earlier life experiences. Within systems, conscious and unconscious 
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psychological boundaries are usually created between conflicting individuals and/or 
subsystems (Kets De Vries 2007). Conflict and bullying often circle around ques-
tions of containment and the definition of boundaries in combination with the search 
for recognition (White 2004). Bound to the issue of boundaries are questions of 
defining formal and informal authority, as well as self-authority (Cilliers and 
Koortzen 2005; Naik 2014; Stapley 2008) which might lead to conflicts within sys-
tems (Stapley 2006).

11.2.3  Research Methodology

This study uses an ethnographic research approach (Ellis 2007) anchored within the 
research paradigm of Dilthey’s (2002) modern hermeneutics. In this approach, the 
past experiences of a single individual are remembered and reviewed from a present 
perspective (Abrahhao 2012) while viewing and interpreting the personal and sub-
jective experience of the self within the social and cultural context (Reed-Danahay 
2001). The research uses the subjective perspective in the findings and thereby pro-
vides in-depth and rich, differentiated insights (Doloriert and Sambrook 2012).

The study uses multiple ethnographic research methods which were applied over 
a longitudinal period, such as interviews, field notes, diary writing and observation. 
Field notes in an organisational context were taken by the researcher. Field notes 
and diaries were written, and personal documentation and information was used to 
reconstruct the described situation through the “reconstructive memory” (Adams 
et al. 2017). Interviews were conducted with the individual and colleagues in the 
work context. The situation described was chosen from various conflict experiences 
observed owing to its varied in-depth layers and multifold, complex systemic con-
text. Data types were analysed through content analysis and interpreted and recon-
structed by referring to Terre Blanche, Durrheim and Painter’s (Terre Blanche et al. 
2006) qualitative analysis model.

This ethnographic approach is based on qualitative research criteria, including 
confirmability, credibility, transferability and dependability (Lincoln and Guba 
1985). The descriptions are based on the openness of the individual as well as on 
managing the complexity of the experiences from an in-depth perspective. Ethical 
considerations are important in this ethnographical research due to the fact that nar-
rations on self and others carry a moral responsibility (Richardson 1990) and ethical 
implications. In this research, internal confidentiality was provided, and anonymity 
of people involved was assured (Ellis 2007).

The findings are not provided to produce generalisable insights but rather to 
relate to in-depth knowledge and experiences which might create new and complex, 
context-specific insights and understanding, to build a base for future research on 
conflict and its management.
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11.2.4  Findings and Discussion

A single-case situation is presented here, which was experienced as conflictual by a 
selected individual during 4 years of working at a higher education institution in 
South Africa. The researcher presents the situation described by a single individual, 
through the use of the above-mentioned research methods.

The conflict occurred at a university in post-apartheid South Africa at which the 
researched person worked for several years. During that time, South Africa found 
itself in uncertain and challenging times, with a decreasing economy and increasing 
brain drain, violence and corrupt elites as well as governmental scandals. At the 
same time, universities were challenged financially, as well as by student protests on 
campuses throughout the country, with movements like #FeesMustFall (a student 
movement fighting for the possibility to study without paying fees). Sometimes the 
campuses were closed for days due to violent protests, and security measures were 
increasing, as was the competition of academics in search of funds. Consequently 
several academics left the institution and the country, in search of more peaceful and 
stable societies to live in, while the actions of black economic empowerment (BEE) 
and affirmative action (AA) policies increased, promoting employees from “previ-
ously disadvantaged groups” (namely, “Black”, including African, Coloured and 
Indian employees). The conflict described occurred during these contextual chal-
lenges and uncertainties. The researched person had just begun working in the insti-
tution. She is of German descent and had lived in the country for many years and 
had worked in different positions in higher education institutions.

Excerpts of interviews are presented with regard to the conflict and failure expe-
rienced by the researched person (Y). These excerpts were all recorded in 2016 
when Y looked back at her past 4 years having worked at the institution. In the fol-
lowing, two selected conflict narrations will be analysed and discussed, based on 
systems psychodynamic theory.

When I came to work this morning, I met X, one of my African junior colleagues, in the car 
park. He usually asks me how I am and when I will be returning to Germany. Since I started 
working in the department, four years ago, I have had a lot of short interactions with him. 
The first day I met him in 2012 he told me he loved Germany—such a “rich, developed and 
safe country”—and that he was looking for a German girlfriend. I just nodded and did not 
react verbally. This happened several times over the first two years until I told him that I was 
married. Since then there were hardly any interactions between us. If we talk, he asks me 
how Germany is and I respond that “Germany is fine, as far as I know.” However, I always 
wonder why he only talks with me about my national origin. (At work, February 2016)

11.2.4.1  The Love for Germany and a German Girlfriend

The collegial relationship between X and Y started with the statement that X loved 
Germany and that he attempted to find a German girlfriend. He restated this several 
times during the first year of the work relationship, which left Y questioning why he 
would say something like that and feeling irritated and confused about it. These 
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feelings were completely contrary to her thoughts, her rationalisations and her intel-
lectualisations of the situation (Cilliers 2005; Cilliers and May 2010). Y rationalised 
that she should see this statement as a friendly act of connecting with her, of an 
expression of appreciation of her origin, as an act of small talk and an attempt to 
create contact. She thereby intellectualised the situation and the statement.

Focusing on this communication from a systems psychodynamic perspective, the 
statement was a defence mechanism using splitting (Klein 1988; Cilliers and Smit 
2006), in terms of nationality and gender. It created X as a South African citizen 
(internal) and Y as a German (external). This dynamic can be interpreted as an indi-
cation of uncertainty on how to approach her as a foreign national, as an outsider, in 
X’s department, country and nation. It indicates that X did not integrate Y into his 
systems (national, organisational, self) but rather saw her as an external, as a repre-
sentative of the European (White) culture within his system. In the case of seeing 
her as a White representative, his rejection might have been a projection of his anger 
connected to Whites having been the “perpetrators” as colonialists during apartheid, 
a projection which carries strong historical content.

In Y’s understanding, X had reproduced the split regarding possibly historically 
motivated in-group/out-group experiences unconsciously, perhaps based on fear 
and anger from previous experiences, recreating exclusion (Cilliers and Smit 2006) 
through the defence mechanism of idealisation regarding national belonging and 
gender (Shemla et al. 2014), highlighting: “I always wanted a German girlfriend”.

As a female professor, Y felt reduced by this gendered statement that associated 
her with a “girlfriend” rather than with a professional colleague. She felt as if she 
had not been taken seriously, interpreting this association as a denial of her profes-
sional identity as a woman. She was aware of being involved in a deep-rooted con-
flict which is reduced to nationhood, culture and gender and interpreted it as if the 
organisational and societal system could not yet deal with the diversity represented. 
The system seemed to use her instead for simplifications and idealisations, as 
defence mechanisms—according to systems psychodynamic concepts (Cilliers and 
Smit 2006)—to overcome anxiety, uncertainty and anger in establishing how to deal 
with “the intruder” and the “new diversity” in the internationalising and globalising 
workplace. This seemed to Y to be a mirroring of the macro level of society which, 
at this time, also dealt with the uncertainty of how to construct a respectful inner 
diversity in the country and how to best handle global and international influences, 
competition and cooperation.

Realising the complexity of this situation, Y felt X’s anger and his irritation at 
being pressured to deal with intercultural and interracial diversity within the depart-
ment. He therefore projected his feelings onto Y, wrapped into the idealisation of 
being German. Y felt that he could not contain his (and the system’s) anger and 
anxieties within this interpersonal, intercultural communication.

At the same time, Y encountered a projective identification, believing that the 
feelings of irritation, confusion and uncertainty were her own feelings. She experi-
enced herself, and her methods of building work relationships, as a failure. Based on 
this assumption, she increasingly felt guilty, ashamed and irritated. These feelings 
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were strongly connected to the idea that her feelings were hers in the first place, 
while she was not able to comprehend why she would feel so strongly about her 
colleague’s statements on German girlfriends. Y, therefore, went into a mode of 
avoidance and denial of the colleague (Stapley 1996), not actively seeking commu-
nication with this colleague but rather withdrawing unconsciously: “I never visited 
him in the office or made contact with him in departmental meetings. I just stayed 
away and went on with my work”.

She believed that particularly the “German-ness” of her origin became an impor-
tant image for X and that this was wrong; she felt like an “object based on nation-
hood, not like a professional colleague”. In some of the conversations between X 
and Y, X associated “being German” with being “rich, technologically advanced, 
powerful and with ranging in the league of a global player”. The German-ness 
therefore might have been unconsciously a symbolic figure (Cilliers 2017) for X, 
showing “advancement and a positive, higher status and a bright future”.

X was also aware of Germany’s past and war history which, Y believed, also 
made him associate German-ness with perpetuation and takeover. Therefore, X’s 
projection onto Y of being an “intruder” in his department and society might have 
been unconsciously associated with the history of Germany and Whites in South 
Africa, according to Y’s interpretation.

Through the idealisation and wishing for a German girlfriend, X showed, accord-
ing to Y’s interpretation, the idea of “including and integrating the perpetrator into 
his perspective, while striving to accept the White presence and reconcile with the 
history of white dominance in his country”. Y even assumed that the wish for a 
German girlfriend included the wish for “increased power, dominance, supremacy 
and advancement within himself and in his work context”.

As a German female who had grown up in post-World War II with numerous 
narrations of war, loss and trauma of the world wars, Y was very aware of topics 
regarding perpetuation, power, territory, authority and leadership, as well as con-
nected feelings, such as anxiety, fear, shame, guilt and anger. Based on experiences 
of collective guilt in terms of her German origin, Y could not easily accept X’s 
idealisation of Germany and his reductions of defining an ideal girlfriend based on 
nationality. Y was very critical of Germany and its past and felt very irritated by X’s 
idealisation of her country of origin. She could not contain his idealisation owing to 
her own critical views on German nationality.

Further, she felt that X’s statement about German girlfriends was “out of con-
text”, reducing the colleagues to gender roles and their relationship to gendered 
images. The conflict consequently began to assume the dimension of an identity- 
based conflict, including role confusion and reconstruction (Cilliers and Terblanche 
2010). Y felt “disrespected in terms of the professional identity and reduced to gen-
dered images, and as a potential German girlfriend”. She believed that X’s uncon-
scious need to be in control of “his” department as a male South African lecturer 
was undermined by her presence “as a foreign professor”. She imagined that “he 
feels inferior and even questions his own professional ability on a professional level, 
therefore denying my professional identity and reducing my role to my gender 
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identity” which might have impacted on the loss of professional boundaries (Cilliers 
and Koortzen 2005; Cytrynbaum and Noumair 2004; Naik 2014).

Y only established a “clear boundary when I clarified my status of being mar-
ried”. This direct statement enabled X to realise that he had overstepped a profes-
sional boundary. Y narrates: “From this moment on he never talked about German 
girlfriends again”. She was surprised that she had to set this clear boundary, that he 
had not consciously recognised it before and that she had to “provide him with pri-
vate information to stop him intruding my boundaries”. His overstepping of bound-
aries might, however, be a counterreaction of X experiencing Y (as representative of 
the collective of European/Whites) having overstepped his (African) boundaries 
constantly in historical and even contemporary perspective. This interaction there-
fore may have carried aspects of projection and projective introjection.

Although policies such as AA and BEE were in place, Y interpreted X’s behav-
iour as if he had viewed her employment, “although untenured, as a threat and 
competition and unaligned with BEE, increasing his uncertainties about the future 
management regarding cultural diversity and AA within the institution”. She felt 
that the societal South African conflict of the redefinition of interracial and intercul-
tural relationships, with all its insecurities and anxieties, was transferred from the 
macro level of society into the organisational subsystem and the interpersonal sys-
tem’s level (see Rice 1951).

Besides this unconscious transfer of macro-level dynamics into the work context, 
X’s question: “How is Germany?” over a period of 4 years made Y feel as if “a part 
of my South African life and identity was ignored and denied … denying my being 
in South Africa and my inclusion as a colleague into the department”. Her personal, 
professional and South African identity was reduced to a German national identity. 
She felt that the complexity of her identity had been denied and simplified (Cilliers 
and Terblanche 2010).

She rationalised that this question about Germany was an act of “small talk” and 
that “he just wants to be nice and friendly”. No matter which rationalisation she 
found for his behaviour, however, she did not feel comfortable with it. Y also felt 
“irritation since I felt excluded as a foreigner”. She experienced their communica-
tion as a projected exclusion.

A split had not only occurred on the interpersonal and projected level but had 
also deepened on the intrapersonal level. Y started to experience “a split inside of 
me” (projective introjection), since she felt “more at home in South Africa than in 
Germany and I idealised my life in this country over the life I had left behind many 
years ago”. This situation contributed for her to reflect on cultural and social ideali-
sations and denial.

Further, she said she was not prepared to contain “X’s anger of the past”, and she 
highlighted that she was not willing to take on the role of a symbolic parent nor as 
a protective force within the system as Kaplan and Lipinsky-Kella (2015) and 
Shongwe (2014) previously highlighted. Y felt that she was experienced as an ele-
ment that unconsciously increased X’s feelings of anxiety, anger and uncertainty. 
The situation therefore became challenging and in the end manifested as an open 
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conflict (Aram et al. 2015; Armstrong and Rustin 2015) which both X and Y seemed 
to experience as a failure.

A few months later, Y responded in an interview as follows:

Today I met X at the car park when I arrived at work. I was quite surprised that he drives a 
German car. He asked me how Germany is (as usual) and when I will be returning to 
Germany—which was a new slant to our conversation! I told him that I’m planning to visit 
Germany, but I’m not sure when to leave for good since I enjoyed the work and the life here. 
He then asked if I had not watched the news and if I was not aware what was happening in 
the country? I asked him what he meant and he responded: “Did you not see that terrorism 
is now starting in South Africa?”

I knew that he referred to the arrest of two brothers who had planned to bomb a shopping 
centre, but who had been caught by the intelligence during the planning process. It had been 
on the news last night.“Oh”, I said, a bit surprised about this statement which went far 
beyond our usual talk and I agree that this was unsettling.

He looked at me and said: “And this all happens because of you and your country where you 
are coming from. You people from Europe—you brought terrorism here!”

The statement and the aggression with which X stated his views left me in surprise, shock 
and confusion. I responded: “I’m not sure what you mean exactly, and I think it’s a bit dif-
ficult to just refer to all European countries and connect my origin to this incident.”

He turned around and left the conversation.

When I sat in my office, several arguments occurred to me why what he said was wrong, 
and why his behaviour was just inadequate. I wondered what had triggered this conversa-
tion. (At work, February 2016)

11.2.4.2  Terrorism

In response to media reports and the news, X seemed to be overwhelmed by anxiety 
regarding a new wave of crime, terrorism and external influence of power within 
South Africa. This was, according to Y, shown by “his reference to Europe and 
Germany as sources of terrorism in South Africa, linking this accusation to me per-
sonally when he said, ‘you people from Europe’”. X’s growing levels of anxiety, 
powerlessness and paralysis, as explained by Sievers (2009), motivated new levels 
of defence mechanisms of generalisation and simplification, creating new layers of 
defence mechanisms (see Blackman 2004, and Stapley 1996, 2006). These new lay-
ers are analysed in the following paragraphs.

X first questioned Y’s awareness of the political and social events happening in 
the country, showing his incredulity that she “was [still] in the country”. Y inter-
preted this as an identity attack and as an expression of X’s wish for her to leave, 
highlighting the new wave of insecurity, violence and terrorism as motivators. When 
Y responded by agreeing that the situation was “unsettling”, thereby connecting to 
the thread of the conversation, aiming to show empathy, concern and solidarity, “I 
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was directly attacked as a representative of Europeans who had brought terrorism 
into South Africa”.

Y felt paralysed and confused, and reacted by rationalising this simplification, 
expressing her inability to comprehend his message, and used defence and denial as 
a defence mechanism. She was “overwhelmed by X’s accusation and aggression” 
and by the entire responsibility which she felt obliged to contain for the past. 
Through rationalising the statement, identifying the problem of simplification and 
using intellectual analysis, Y used defence mechanisms to defend herself against 
containing the anger, violence and aggression she experienced from X.  She 
responded by criticising his simplification and rejecting the direct responsibility for 
terrorism in South Africa. At the same time, she realised that she felt collective guilt, 
anxiety, collective responsibility and shame for “parts of the German history and for 
the impact and consequences of European settlement in Africa”. However, she was 
very clear about the fact that she “refused to take on responsibility for Islamist ter-
rorism in South Africa”.

Y felt an intrapersonal split through X’s projection of “collective guilt, shame 
and responsibility of Whites in general” which showed her own denial of her origin 
and the intra-psychological unwillingness to take collective responsibility of the 
actions taken in the past in her country of origin and in Europe. Apart from refusing 
to contain these collective responsibilities, Y rationalised and intellectualised the 
situation with her colleague at work. She rationalised that “colonialism, imperialism 
and apartheid have caused terrorist attacks in South Africa during the past, and anti- 
apartheid fighters have often been classified as ‘terrorists’ by the apartheid govern-
ment”. Therefore, Y believed that the terroristic attacks stood in a relationship with 
the contextual past rather than with European settlement.

Y interpreted X’s accusation as: “X split the world repeatedly into Europeans or 
Germans as perpetrators, and South Africans as victims”. This simplified, split 
worldview into “good and bad” caused irritation and denial in Y as well as in X, who 
denied the complexity of the situation owing to overwhelming feelings of anxiety, 
anger and irritation anchored in the past. The experienced denial perceived by Y on 
both sides led her into feelings of incapability and failure to build up a “normal 
work relationship with X”.

During the past years, Y had increasingly witnessed a change in her colleagues’ 
perceptions of Europe which “seemed to dissolve the idealised image of Europe as 
a ‘haven for safety and security’”. In X’s accusation, this often idealised image of a 
“safe” Europe had also been deconstructed and changed into a “terrorist” Europe. 
This change from idealisation to devaluation was no longer holding a possibility of 
projection of safety and peacefulness, nor was the idealised image of the potential 
German girlfriend. The interpretation of Y was that the image of the ideal German 
girlfriend had changed into the projection and image of a supporter of terrorism. 
The defence mechanism of X splitting the world into “perpetrators and victims” 
might have helped him to deal with his collective and individual fear and anger 
within the context of changing global and local power dynamics.

The communication process of Y and X seems to be connected to anxiety and 
anger with regard to clashing African and Western perspectives within the specifi-
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cally described context, referring to unresolved conflict (Janzen 2016). Different 
sociocultural and systems psychodynamic perspectives are reflected and are based 
on cultural intrapersonal, interpersonal and intercultural perceptions,  interconnecting 
macro-, meso- and micro-level experiences within an interpersonal conflict 
situation.

11.3  Conclusions

The aim of this chapter was to provide insight into a culturally embedded conflict 
experienced in the South African context, interpreted and discussed from a systems 
psychodynamic perspective, using an ethnographic single-case study approach, 
analysing an interpersonal conflict at work between two colleagues of different gen-
ders, cultures of origin and backgrounds.

During the entire conflict process, splitting, denial and rationalisation as systems 
psychodynamic elements were present. While X mainly used splitting, denial and 
projections, Y found herself in denial, rationalisation and intellectualisation. 
Underlying feelings of anxiety, anger and uncertainty on macro-, meso- and micro 
levels fuelled both intrapersonal and interpersonal conflict and led to engagement 
with systems psychodynamic mechanisms within the intercultural communication 
and conflict process.

The conflict represents layers of societal macro-level changes in post-apartheid 
South Africa, changes in perceptions of South Africa and Germany/Europe on 
macro levels and the impact of globalising influences and increase in international 
diversity in the workplace. These processes are reflected in the micro-level com-
munication and contain feelings, thoughts and behaviours on different system levels 
to redefine power relations and equalise inequalities across system layers.

As Mahadevan and Mayer (2017) contend, in-depth analysis of conflict at the 
micro level is needed, since it entails new, in-depth and emic worldviews and shifts 
in perceptions of culture, power and identity. Analysis of shifts at this level can lead 
to changes in context-specific perceptions and power relations at work, based on a 
more diverse, differentiated and contextual understanding of sociocultural realities 
and their implications for power. This interpretation strengthens the argument of 
Syed (2008), and Syed and Özbilgin (2009), that further in-depth research is neces-
sary to explore diversity and cultural phenomena and provide new information on 
intersecting communication levels of individuals holding different cultural perspec-
tives. This can lead to a conscious understanding and a shift in cultural power rela-
tions through empathetic and mindful communication, in which individuals are 
aware of the underlying sociocultural and psychological phenomena in systems.

The findings show that simplified concepts and categorisations of African and 
Western contexts, and the power relations ascribed to them in the past, are now 
being challenged locally and globally. New dimensions of intrapersonal and inter-
personal communication levels are being negotiated and created. The conflict situa-
tion described in this chapter represents the interlinkages of intrapersonal and 

11 A Systems Psychodynamic Perspective on Conflict and Failure at Work



232

interpersonal conflict on various levels. The difficulty of resolving this conflict situ-
ation on a micro level leads to feelings of failure to build a functioning and harmoni-
ous intercultural work relationship between two colleagues of different origin.

This example of conflict shows that defence mechanisms are used when systems 
psychodynamics are overwhelming on different system levels and cannot be con-
tained owing to the experience of overwhelming emotions such as anxiety, anger 
and uncertainty. High levels of anxiety and insecurity which are not contained or 
dealt with on a conscious, integrative level, and which are not taken on in terms of 
ownership and collective or individual responsibility, lead to splitting, projection, 
introjected projection, simplification, rationalisation and denial. The feelings appear 
to be disowned at different levels. They are not contained by governments (at the 
macro level) nor by departmental/organisational leadership (meso level) nor by 
individuals at the micro level. These feelings are consequently projected onto an 
element in the system, in this case Y, who seems—in the constellation of work rela-
tionships—to be a container for free-floating emotions in the context of diversity, 
change and power management. However, since the emotions could not be con-
tained, the dynamics were experienced as personal failure on micro levels.

11.4  Recommendations for Future Research and Practice

Future research needs to explore conflict and the experience of failure in specific 
cultural contexts and across cultures from systems psychodynamic perspectives. 
The analysis of individual, intrapersonal and interpersonal levels of conflict can 
support a deeper understanding of conflict across system levels and thereby contrib-
ute to create awareness, mindfulness and a deeper comprehensibility of unconscious 
intercultural conflict dynamics within organisations. Based on a deeper understand-
ing of the dynamics, defence mechanisms can be identified and consciously 
addressed on a practical level. Employees in organisations should become aware 
and mindful of the complex interactions and relationships of the systems psychody-
namics which might lead to conflict and the experience of personal failure within 
individuals of diverse backgrounds in organisations.
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Chapter 12
Resilience to Emotional Distress 
in Response to Failure, Error or Mistakes: 
A Positive Psychology Review

Rudolf M. Oosthuizen

Abstract Perceptions of failure have been implicated in a range of psychological 
disorders, and even a single experience of failure can heighten anxiety and depres-
sion. However, not all individuals experience significant emotional distress follow-
ing failure, indicating the presence of resilience (Johnson J, Wood AM, Cogn Ther 
Res, 2015). This chapter synthesised studies investigating resilience factors to emo-
tional distress resulting from the experience of failure in organisational settings. For 
the definition of resilience, the Bi-Dimensional Framework for resilience research 
(Johnson J, Resilience: the bi-dimensional framework. In Wood AM, Johnson J 
(eds) Positive clinical psychology. Wiley, Chichester, 2016; Johnson J, Wood AM, 
Gooding P, Taylor PJ, Tarrier N et al, Clin Psychol Rev 31:563–591, 2011b; Johnson 
J, Jones C, Lin A, Wood S, Heinze K, Jackson C, Psychiatry Res 220:217–225, 
2014) is used, which suggests that resilience factors are those which buffer the 
impact of risk factors, and outlines criteria a variable should meet in order to be 
considered as conferring resilience. This chapter introduces the impact of failure 
experiences and conceptualises resilience-based approaches (Bonanno GA, Am 
Psychol 59:20–28, 2004; Masten AS, Am Psychol 56:227–238, 2001; Masten AS, 
Powell JL, A resilience framework for research, policy, and practice. In: Luthar SS 
(ed) Resilience and vulnerability: adaptation in the context of childhood adversities. 
Cambridge University, New York, pp 1–25, 2003). The Bi-Dimensional Framework 
of resilience research is deliberated. This chapter concludes by discussing the impli-
cations for psychological resilience-building interventions in response to failure, 
error or mistakes for individuals and teams in organisations.
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12.1  Introduction

Jean-Paul Sartre (2010) stated, “All men are afraid of failure. Who is not afraid is 
not normal; this has nothing to do with courage”. Like Sartre, reflections on fear 
have been a common denominator of many other social thinkers. Indeed, fear is a 
universal component of human emotion, essential for the survival of the species; its 
absence would mean failure to react to potentially life-threatening situations. There 
are many phobogenic factors – causers of fear – in the contemporary workplace. 
Smart Technology, Artificial Intelligence, Robotics, Algorithms and constant trans-
formations of management systems have increased the pressures to excel and 
achieve better productivity, intensifying the demands of professional life (Cunha 
2006). In most cases, this situation is perceived by organisational researchers as 
something harmful, able to compromise the psychological and even physical integ-
rity of employees, negatively influencing organisational functioning (Suarez 1993; 
Applebaum et al. 1998). However, some see a positive side to fear of failure, iden-
tifying it as a useful management tool when properly used. Dejours (1992), for 
example, observed that fear of failure may promote productivity and is often used 
by managers to do so (De Souza and Tomei 2016).

Given that failure and failure-related distress have been implicated in the devel-
opment of a range of mental health disorders (Bulik et  al. 1990; Johnson et  al. 
2008a, b; Reinherz et al. 1999), a fuller and more detailed understanding of resil-
ience in relation to failure could have important implications for psychological 
interventions. This knowledge could be particularly important for employees and 
groups likely to experience significant failure events in their occupations, for exam-
ple, health professionals, most of whom will be involved in patient safety failure 
and clinical errors during their career (Johnson et al. 2017; Sirriyeh et al. 2010).

12.2  Theoretical Background of the Impact of Failure 
Experiences in Organisations

This section conceptualises fear and fear in the workplace as theoretical underpin-
ning of the impact of failure experiences. It also focuses on fear of failure and how 
to recover from failure, error or mistakes in organisations.

12.2.1  Fear

According to the Cambridge Dictionary (Cambridge University Press 2008), fear is 
defined as:

An unpleasant emotion or thought that you have when you are frightened or worried by 
something dangerous, painful, or bad that is happening or might happen.
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The definition indicates that “fear” is a feeling, an emotion. Emotions are com-
plex phenomena and have been the subject of analysis by researchers in various 
fields of knowledge. Emotions have an individual nature because they involve an 
evaluation, by the individual, of a situation experienced (Frijda 2000). However, 
according to Seymor (1980), emotions can be considered a socially constructed 
syndrome, based on the individual’s perceptions of a specific situation (De Souza 
and Tomei 2016).

To understand how individuals react to a specific emotion, like fear, it is neces-
sary to focus on different fields such as psychology, social psychology and even 
physiology. Mira y López (1972) defines fear as a series of successive phenomena 
of paralysis or cessation of the vital course that occurs in living things, from the 
simplest organism to the most complex, when subjected to sudden or disproportion-
ate situational changes. Mira y López (1972) cites three forms of fear, instinctive, 
rational and imaginary, and divides its evolution in human beings into four phases. 
Instinctive fear is the most primitive kind of fear, which is characterised by the low-
ering of the vital metabolism in face of a direct and immediate potentially harmful 
situation. It is a reactive fear, perceived a posteriori, “When it reaches the cortical 
centres, the wave of stimulus has already determined various reflexes and inhibi-
tions at the medullar and sub-cortical levels” (De Souza and Tomei 2016).

Rational fear is a “prophylactic” fear. The reaction to threatening situations is 
conditioned by prior experiences and is rationally based. It is a fear that is compre-
hensible, even by those who do not feel it directly. Thus, the phobogenic pattern can 
be transmitted, as it is logical. The individual may not fear something initially, but 
when the individual becomes aware of the damage that can be caused by the object, 
subject or situation, the individual starts to feel afraid. Finally, imaginary fear is 
considered as the most torturous. The reason is that the harmful events that would 
be the starting point of this type of phobia never in fact constituted a cause of organic 
fear itself. The individual, through a fluid and precariously structured network of 
associations, becomes afraid, making imaginary fear unjustified and incomprehen-
sible (De Souza and Tomei 2016).

According to Mira y López (1972), the feeling of fear in individuals evolved in 
four phases. From an evolutionary perspective, he states that fear has its origin as a 
simple cellular reaction to stimuli, which in its last phase turned into a creative pro-
cess derived from random musings. In the first phase, environmental changes are 
the trigger to a progressive decrease of vital activities. These stimuli caused by fear 
can result in temporary or even permanent shutdowns, only seen in extremely sim-
ple organisms, without a structured nervous system. In the second phase, phobic 
impulses inhibit the prompt response of the higher nerve centre, leaving the 
employee static, suspended and distressed (De Souza and Tomei 2016).

The third phase is marked by a first reaction of the individual intending to escape 
the situation that is causing the fear. However, Mira y López (1972) affirms that it is 
also at this stage that the fear becomes associative, which is considered a “double- 
edged sword”. By trying to escape from the situation of fear, the individual “suffers 
not only for the real and absolute event but also for the signs from now on associated 
to it”. “At every scare, a hundred new fears are created”, as a result of the new refer-
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ences, related to the phobic agents. The fourth phase is the one in which imaginary 
fear happens. Emerging from random and fantastic assumptions, relying on the 
imagination as an ally, the phobic impulses become diverse and somehow inconsis-
tent. Mira y López (1972) draws attention to the paradox established in this evolu-
tionary phase of fear. The more unrealistic and less attached to the reality a fear is, 
the harder it is to rationally fight against it (De Souza and Tomei 2016).

12.2.2  Fear in the Workplace

Some theoretical studies have examined fear in the organisational environment. A 
dialectic perspective is delineated by Koury (2002), according to whom fear, as a 
social construct, is one of the main structural pieces of the group experience. 
Fundamental for sociability processes and working as an instrument for order and 
disorder, fear plays a role as a social organiser in its everyday action. De Souza and 
Tomei (2016) state that individuals are faced with a social reality, feel fear about 
their adaptation and permanence, internalise the existing rules and perpetuate them.

Suaréz (1993) advocates the idea that when managed through constructive 
actions, fear can become a motivating agent. The possibility of transforming fear to 
something useful is only a matter of proper organisation. Regarding the expecta-
tions of employees, an efficient action would be to have clear and objective rules. 
Employees should be aware of their rights, duties and roles in the organisation. 
Concerning communication, it is important to establish mechanisms for constant 
feedback, ensuring that employees correctly understand the information received. 
However, the negative effects of fear and the fact that its extinction in the workplace 
is impossible should be acknowledged. For Kohn (1986), fear is a stimulator of 
competition that generates anxiety among those who experience it. It is harmful in 
companies, not only individually but socially as well, because it undermines the 
relations of trust and unleashes a series of inappropriate behaviours (De Souza and 
Tomei 2016).

By losing pleasure in their professional activity, employees become limited: they 
are content to remain in a comfort zone and avoid errors, instead of striving for the 
best performance possible. In the organisational context, the majority of fears are 
associated with a hierarchical position, authority, power and social and individual 
psychological factors. Applebaum et al. (1998) analysed the use of positive rein-
forcement and punishment. The more fear a punishment generates, the more effi-
cient it will be, due to the influence on the resulting behavioural patterns. Fear is a 
reason for individuals to avoid certain behaviour (De Souza and Tomei 2016).
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12.2.3  Fear of Failure

The first academic articles related to the fear of failure construct were behavioural 
theories such as those by Murray (1938). Listing 20 basic human needs, the item 
“infavoidance” was included, a term coined by him to define individuals’ need to 
avoid humiliation by concealing failings. According to Lewis (1992), the effects of 
feelings of shame are extremely painful to people, incisively impairing their percep-
tion of themselves. The sensation of negative exposure among peers causes feelings 
of disparagement, belittlement and imminent abandonment (Andrews 1995; De 
Souza and Tomei 2016).

The unidimensional perspective of the fear of failure is demonstrated by the aca-
demic production on the feeling of shame resulting from a frustrated attempt to do 
something (Elliot and Thrash 2004). However, some studies take a multidimen-
sional approach of the fear of failure. Birney et al. (1969) started from the premise 
that individuals perceive consequences of failure negatively. Therefore, a model was 
proposed that decomposes fear of failure into three dimensions: decreased self- 
estimates of ability, non-ego punishments and social devaluation. David Conroy 
(2002), based on the work of Birney et al. (1969) and with the intention of postulat-
ing an instrument to measure the fear of failure, hierarchically disaggregated the 
concept into five dimensions as indicated in Table 12.1.

Fear of failure, in general, is related to the negative physical and mental conse-
quences of failure. However, it is worthwhile enumerating other “symptoms” of the 
fear of failure (Conroy 2002), already observed scientifically. According to Elliot 
and Church (2003), the fear of failure causes the appearance of a defensive/pessi-
mistic stance and limits individuals’ abilities. High levels of anxiety (Elliot and 
McGregor 1999), diffuse attention and discomfort, a tendency to avoid challenges 
and stress when relating to other people (Conroy et al. 2009) are some other indica-
tors of the occurrence of this emotion (De Souza and Tomei 2016). Failure is one of 
life’s most common traumas, yet people’s responses to it vary widely. Some bounce 
back after a brief period of malaise; others descend into depression and a paralysing 
fear of the future (Seligman 2011).

Table 12.1 Five dimensions of fear of failure (Conroy 2002)

Dimension Description

Shame and embarrassment The individual feels ashamed and embarrassed after the failure.
Devaluing self-esteem The individual’s self-esteem is diminished as a consequence of the 

failure.
Uncertainty about the 
future

The future becomes more uncertain after the failure.

Loss of interest by 
important others

People who are important to the individual lose interest in him or 
her because of the failure.

Upsetting important others People who are important to the individual suffer negative 
consequences of the failure and become upset.
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A large body of research (McCarty et al. 2008; Reinherz et al. 1999) suggests 
that experiencing failure has marked emotional and psychological consequences 
across a range of individuals and settings. Longitudinal studies indicate that aca-
demic failure in adolescents increases risk for clinical depression in adulthood, and 
in those who are depressed, perceived failure has been associated with suicide 
attempts (Bulik et  al. 1990). Even a single experience of failure in nonclinical 
groups can have significant emotional sequelae. In healthcare professionals, involve-
ment in medical errors or patient safety failures is reported to result in feelings of 
shame, depression and anxiety, which can then increase the risk of further errors 
(Johnson et al. 2017; Sirriyeh et al. 2010; West et al. 2009).

However, not all individuals experience significant emotional distress in response 
to failure, and several psychological models highlight the role of psychological 
responses to failure in the development of failure-related distress and emotional 
disorder. For example, cognitive models of suicide have emphasised the role of situ-
ation appraisals, suggesting that suicidal thoughts occur when individuals appraise 
their circumstances in terms of failure (termed “defeat”) and entrapment (Johnson 
et al. 2008a; Williams 1997). Yet such models have been criticised for their accep-
tance of an overly negative, disorder-based approach to understanding mental health 
(Johnson and Wood 2015). By focusing on the development of mental health prob-
lems rather than mental wellbeing, it has been suggested that such approaches fail 
to identify and capitalise on natural coping mechanisms (Johnson and Wood 2015). 
As such, they may be missing potential points for psychological interventions to 
target and develop (Johnson et al. 2017).

12.2.4  How to Recover from Failure, Error or Mistakes

The following example illustrates how to recover from failure, error or mistakes by 
means of resilience. Douglas and Walter, two University of Pennsylvania MBA 
graduates, were laid off by their Wall Street companies 18 months ago. Both went 
into a tailspin: they were sad, listless, indecisive and anxious about the future. For 
Douglas, the mood was transient. After 2 weeks he told himself, “It is not you; it is 
the economy going through a bad patch. I am good at what I do, and there will be a 
market for my skills”. He updated his résumé and sent it to a dozen New York firms, 
all of which rejected him. He then tried six companies in his Ohio hometown and 
eventually landed a position. Walter, by contrast, spiralled into hopelessness: “I got 
fired because I cannot perform under pressure”, he thought. “I am not cut out for 
finance. The economy will take years to recover”. Even as the market improved, he 
did not look for another job; he ended up moving back in with his parents. Douglas 
and Walter (actually composites based on interviewees) stand at opposite ends of 
the continuum of reactions to failure. The Douglases of the world bounce back after 
a brief period of malaise; within a year they have grown because of the experience 
(Seligman 2011).
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The Walters go from sadness to depression to a paralysing fear of the future. Yet 
failure is a nearly inevitable part of work; and along with dashed romance, it is one 
of life’s most common traumas. People like Walter are almost certain to find their 
careers stymied, and companies full of such employees are doomed in hard times. It 
is people like Douglas who rise to the top and whom organisations must recruit and 
retain in order to succeed. But how can you tell who is a Walter and who is a 
Douglas? And can Walters become Douglases? Can resilience be measured and 
taught? Seligman (2011) worked with colleagues from around the world to develop 
a programme for teaching resilience (Seligman 2011).

It was tested in an organisation of 1.1 million people where trauma is more com-
mon and more severe than in any corporate setting: the US Army. Its members may 
struggle with depression and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), but thousands 
of them also experience post-traumatic growth. Their goal is to employ resilience 
training to reduce the number of those who struggle and increase the number of 
those who grow. Seligman (2011) believe that business people can draw lessons 
from this approach of resilience, particularly in times of failure and stagnation. 
Working with both individual employees and managers, it is possible to create 
“Douglases” who can turn their most difficult experiences into catalysts for 
improved performance (Seligman 2011). Bardoel et al. (2014) propose that one of 
the theoretical approaches to resilience applied in the workplace is based on positive 
psychology and positive organisational behaviour. Positive psychology is conceptu-
alised in the following section.

12.3  Positive Psychology

Organisational and management literatures (Peterson and Seligman 2003) have 
begun to consider the potential benefits of incorporating positive psychological 
principles to enhance the corporate experience. Although organisations are stereo-
typically concerned with maximising the financial bottom line, the best companies 
also seek to enhance employees’ experiences of work. Unfortunately such positive 
organisational practices were put aside in favour of techniques that focused directly 
on the bottom line, often neglecting the worker. With the re-emergence of positive 
psychology, such a focus on the employee experience has come to the forefront. 
Wang (2011) recognises the business world’s increasing attention to positivity in the 
workplace, for example, the US Army, which recently adopted a technique for 
increasing soldiers’ resilience (Cornum et al. 2011; Mills et al. 2013).

Some research (Steele et  al. 2012) has begun to highlight the importance of 
employee strengths and positive states on a broader level as they relate to individ-
ual- and organisational-level outcomes. Theoretical support (Fredrickson 2001) 
suggests that positive emotions expand thought processes (e.g. creativity and brain-
storming), thereby building resources, and that the process is cyclical such that exer-
cising some aspects of positive psychology in the workplace in turn enhances the 
frequency with which one is likely to experience other positive psychology facets 
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also. This is in line with the emotional contagion perspective (Hatfield et al. 1994), 
which suggests that something as simple as managers displaying positive emotions 
is likely to promote positivity not only in themselves but also among their subordi-
nates (Johnson 2009). The same applies to teams, whereby one positive experience 
between two team members can multiply such that other team members soon share 
similar positive experiences (Walter and Bruch 2008). The various constructs and 
domains within the workplace function interrelatedly, thereby enhancing the poten-
tial power of each construct (Mills et al. 2013). Thus, in positive psychology, resil-
ience is described as a response where an individual adapts positively to exposure to 
a subjectively significant threat, risk or difficulty, without losing the ability to func-
tion normally (Bardoel et al. 2014; Bonanno 2004; Meintjes and Hofmeyr 2018). 
Resilience is explained in detail in the next section.

12.4  Resilience

In recent years, researchers (Bakker and Demerouti 2007) have focused on resil-
ience – a psychological resource capacity, generally defined as the capability of an 
individual to withstand hardship and, while facing adversity, continue to lead a 
functional and healthy life (Turner 2001). Luthans (2002) defines resilience as the 
positive psychological capacity to rebound, “to bounce back” from adversity, uncer-
tainty, conflict, failure or even positive change, progress and increased responsibil-
ity. Brooks and Goldstein (2004) assert that a resilient perspective is helpful in every 
aspect of ordinary living as it provides the strength to undertake routine challenges 
and sudden problems. Crisis or adversity for an employee can be any problem at a 
personal level related to work or family. It may be a non-congenial environment or 
an unsupportive manager. Similarly, a female worker may face problems such as 
sexual harassment, glass ceiling and lack of family support (Moran 1994), which 
she might be unable to express. These seemingly small but significant problems not 
only affect the efficiency of the worker but also change the attitude of the employee 
towards the company (Paul et al. 2016).

Resilience is being explored in the context of the working population as it relates 
to how employees deal with the challenges of the business world (Badran and 
Kafafy 2008; Caverley 2005). However, in an organisational context, it still remains 
an emerging concept (Luthans and Youssef 2004). Also, the majority of the research 
on resilience has been conducted with a younger and treatment-seeking population 
(Campbell-Sills et al. 2006). The application of positive psychology at the work-
place as positive organisational behaviour (POB) (Youssef and Luthans 2007) has 
encouraged studies on resilience in an organisational context (Paul et al. 2016).
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12.4.1  Conceptualisation of Resilience

There are several definitions for the term “resilience”, which widen the scope of its 
meaning. A large number of studies have also considered different facets of resil-
ience (personal resilience, trait resilience, psychological resilience, emotional resil-
ience, career resilience and ego resilience) in individual and organisational 
contexts (Block and Block 1980; Block and Kremen 1996; Bolton 2004; Dulewicz 
et al. 2003; King 1997; Waugh et al. 2008). In general, authors agree that resilience 
is a capacity that reflects in behaviour, deals with change and relates to overcoming 
some unwanted situation (Paul and Garg 2012; Paul et al. 2016). Furthermore, resil-
ience is defined as the capability to bounce back from adversity and failure – and 
even eustressful events such as new responsibilities (Luthans 2002); resilience is an 
important adaptive capacity. Yet, resilience goes beyond simply recovering from 
adversity, including the capacity to improve past one’s previous state by harnessing 
the positive power of the setback by recognising and internalising lessons learned 
(Luthans et al. 2006). When individuals learn from failure, they develop skill reper-
toires enabling them to more effectively deal with future adversities – a crucial skill 
in employees, particularly during turbulent economic times, during which organisa-
tions often experience unforeseen hindrances preventing expected progress.

Resilience has been linked to various outcomes vital to organisational success, 
including effective leadership (Harland et al. 2005), successful coping with stress 
(Zunz 1998) and flourishing under hardship (Ryff and Singer 2003). Caza and 
Milton (2012) emphasised the importance of social support in enhancing resilience 
at the employee level, although resilience is best enhanced by cultivating it at three 
distinct levels: individual, group and organisational. The possibility also exist of 
enhancing organisational-level resilience by hiring for resilience in the selection 
process, but doing so would be an “impoverished viewpoint” that fails to consider 
the developmental possibilities of resilience interventions (Mills et al. 2013).

Additional strategies proposed to enhance resilience include those identified by 
Masten and Reed (2002), who proposed a three-pronged intervention utilising asset- 
focused tactics (e.g. modifying job characteristics, knowledge- and skill-based 
training and establishing mentoring relationships that allow for assistance when the 
need arises) and risk-focused tactics (e.g. mitigating challenging situations by elim-
inating performance detractors), as well as a focus on processes such as self- 
awareness and self-regulation to develop coping mechanisms. Of particular 
importance is approach-based coping (vs. avoidance-based coping), wherein the 
individual deals with a problem immediately and directly. Similar to the asset- and 
risk-focused aspects of resilience, this process aspect can be developed on an indi-
vidual level as well as on a broader, organisational level, such as via strategic plan-
ning initiatives (Luthans and Youssef 2004). Sutcliffe and Vogus (2003) identified 
strategies to enhance resilience at the individual, group and organisational levels. 
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All were couched in enhancing employee competence and efficacy by increasing 
access to and effective use of resources (both tangible and intangible [e.g. social]), 
fostering a learning orientation aimed at continual training and flexible growth. 
Employee experiences are also structured to allow them to make autonomous deci-
sions that are likely to lead to successes and/or successful recovery from mistakes. 
In essence, providing employees with personal as well as external resources with 
which to be flexible and adaptable, and therefore the skills to successfully improvise 
in the face of uncertainty, may serve to foster employee resilience (Sutcliffe and 
Vogus 2003). Meyer (1982) found that employee resilience was positively associ-
ated with efficacy and negatively associated with organisational rigidity that inher-
ently stifled learning. Orzech et al. (2009) further found that fostering mindfulness 
can enhance resilience, a link likely to apply at the employee level given that mind-
fulness enhances the ability to identify and thoughtfully attend to potential threats 
(Mills et al. 2013).

Wagnild and Young (2009) named five essential characteristics that constituted 
resilience: (1) meaningfulness of life or the realisation that life has a purpose and 
the recognition that there is something for which to live; (2) perseverance or the act 
of persistence despite adversity or discouragement; (3) self-reliance or belief in 
oneself with a clear understanding of own capabilities and limitations; (4) equanim-
ity or balanced perspective of life and experiences which might be viewed as sitting 
loose and taking what comes, thus moderating extreme responses to adversity; and 
(5) existential aloneness or the realisation that each person is unique and that while 
some experiences can be shared, others must be faced alone. Zautra et al. (2010) 
asserted that the personal characteristics which led to healthy outcomes after a 
stressful situation determined the resilience processes (Paul et al. 2016).

Recent applications of resilience in occupational literature focus on occupations 
associated with a high risk for experiencing acute stress and trauma, such as police 
officers and fire fighters (Freedman 2004; Peres et al. 2011; Vanhove et al. 2015). 
However, Vanhove et al. (2015) propose that resilience may also be of significance 
in an employment context where stress can accumulate over time because of influ-
ences such as work overload, work relationships, lack of resources and support, 
emotional and physical exhaustion and work-life conflict. Johnson et  al. (2005) 
identify teachers, ambulance workers, customer and social service workers, call 
centre staff and prison officers as examples of jobs where the above-mentioned 
influences and accumulated stress can have a negative effect on employee wellbeing 
and organisational functioning (Vanhove et  al. 2015). Although no reference is 
made to sales employees, the nature of sales positions suggests that the sales envi-
ronment can also be viewed as an employment context where resilience is of signifi-
cance. Krush et  al. (2013) support this view with the observation that resilience 
enables positive responses towards adversity while simultaneously inhibiting nega-
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tive responses. Resilience in the workplace is also defined as the “positive psycho-
logical capacity to ‘bounce back’ from adversity, uncertainty, conflict, failure, or 
even positive change, progress and increased responsibility” (Kotzé and Nel 2013; 
Luthans 2002). Thus, a key component of resilience is whether an individual dem-
onstrates simultaneous growth and positive change following a stressful event. 
Although some definitions refer to positive change, most simply require successful 
adaptation to adversity (Bande et al. 2015; Meintjes and Hofmeyr 2018).

12.4.2  Resilience-Based Approaches

Resilience-based approaches have the potential to highlight skills and tendencies 
that individuals can develop to maintain psychological health, leading to a more 
positively oriented approach to wellbeing. However, this body of literature has suf-
fered from two main limitations (Johnson et al. 2017).

First, there has been a lack of clarity concerning the criteria for identifying a 
“resilient” outcome. The common definition of resilience as factors which reduce 
negative outcomes in the face of adversity would suggest that resilience variables 
are those which moderate or attenuate the association between risk factors and neg-
ative outcomes. In contrast, many studies of resilience have used a correlational 
approach. These studies have assumed that resilience variables are those which are 
“positive” and have investigated whether high levels of a proposed resilience vari-
able (e.g. high perceived social support) are directly associated with lower levels of 
a negative outcome (e.g. suicidal thoughts). However (Johnson and Wood 2015; 
Johnson et al. 2011b), every negative variable exists on a continuum with its posi-
tive inverse. Returning to the above example, using this approach, it could just as 
easily be suggested that low perceived social support is a risk factor for suicidal 
thoughts (Johnson et al. 2017).

Second, a common approach is to propose a concept of resilience, to develop a 
questionnaire to measure it and to investigate the association of this variable in rela-
tion to various outcome variables in different populations. This approach does not 
enable the proposed resilience variable itself to evolve in order to accommodate 
new research findings. Indeed key questions regarding the nature of resilience 
remain, which may be linked to the limitations of this approach. These questions are 
whether factors which confer resilience vary depending on the outcome under con-
sideration (e.g. whether resilience to general mental wellbeing is similar to resil-
ience to negative behavioural outcomes such as suicidality) and whether factors 
which confer resilience vary according to the risk factor/adversity individuals are 
facing (Johnson et al. 2017).
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12.5  The Bi-dimensional Framework (BDF) for 
Resilience Research

The Bi-Dimensional Framework (BDF) for investigating resilience (Johnson 2016; 
Johnson et  al. 2011b, 2014) addresses these criticisms of the field of resilience 
research and enables the development of evidence-based concepts of resilience. The 
BDF outlines clear criteria that a variable should meet in order to be considered as 
conferring resilience. In line with definitions of resilience, it indicates that resilience 
factors are those which interact with (or statistically moderate) the likelihood that 
risk will lead to negative outcomes. Individuals who are low on resilience will show 
increasing evidence of negative outcomes with increasing risk, but high resilience 
individuals will maintain low levels of a given negative outcome, despite risk expo-
sure (see Fig. 12.1) (Johnson et al. 2017).

As such, it purports that any investigation of resilience should include three vari-
ables, (1) the risk factor, (2) the resilience factor and (3) the outcome variable, and 
studies directly investigating associations between a predictor variable and an out-
come are insufficient to establish a resilience effect. In line with the observations 
that all variables lie on a continuum from positive to negative, the BDF indicates 
that all factors can be viewed as “bipolar” and whether they are framed in positive 
or negative terms is essentially arbitrary (see Fig. 12.2). As such, unlike previous 
resilience approaches, the emphasis of the BDF is not upon identifying “positive” 
factors which are inversely linked with negative outcomes but upon identifying psy-
chological factors which can alter the impact of risk (Johnson et al. 2017).

A particular strength of the framework is that it offers a way to aggregate and 
review existing studies based on (1) a particular outcome of interest (e.g. emotional/
behavioural outcome), (2) whether a risk factor has been included and (3) whether 
a psychological factor has been examined as a moderator of a risk factor. Although 

Fig. 12.1 Hypothetical resilience interaction (Johnson et al. 2017)
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Fig. 12.2 Risk and resilience as separate bipolar dimensions (Johnson et al. 2017)

there have been very few studies which have explicitly aimed to investigate resil-
ience to failure, by using the framework, it is possible to define failure experiences 
as the risk variable of interest, measures of emotional distress as the outcome vari-
able and psychological factors as the potential resilience variable and to use these 
terms to search the literature. This approach offers a systematic route to identifying 
factors which confer resilience to emotional distress/dysfunction in response fail-
ure. Given the centrality of emotional distress to most mental health disorders, 
results from this review could have broad relevance to psychological interventions 
(Johnson et al. 2017).

12.6  Implications for Psychological Resilience-Building 
Interventions in Response to Failure, Error or Mistakes

The concept of building resilience has been an implicit aspect of psychological 
interventions. Resilience-building interventions on individual, group and organisa-
tional level will be described in the following sections.

12.6.1  Resilience-Building Interventions on Individual Level

12.6.1.1  Cognitive Behaviour Therapy

On the individual level, cognitive behaviour therapy (CBT) aims to help clients 
develop skills and techniques for managing low mood and stress which they can put 
into practice in daily life when the need arises (Beck 1976; Tarrier and Johnson 
2015). Although the focus of the therapy may be on alleviating the client’s current 
distress, an underlying assumption has been that these skills will be a source of 
resilience for the client after therapy has ceased. Recent years have seen a growing 
focus on this element of interventions, with therapeutic approaches being developed 
or refined specifically to prevent subsequent relapses (Williams et al. 2014). There 
has also been increasing interest in resilience-focused interventions in populations 
which are not currently experiencing psychological disorder, but may be at height-
ened risk (Johnson et al. 2017).
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These include children and young adults (Dray et al. 2014; Lynch et al. 2004), 
military families (Saltzman et al. 2011) and healthcare staff (Goldhagen et al. 2015; 
Mealer et al. 2014). These interventions have been designed and developed on the 
basis of clinical knowledge and factors which predict symptoms over time. However, 
there has been a lack of evidence regarding factors which can buffer individuals from 
emotional distress in response to subsequent stressors, such as failure, which is a 
strong and consistent trigger of emotional distress (Bulik et al. 1990; Johnson et al. 
2011a; McCarty et al. 2008; Reinherz et al. 1999). By identifying factors that these 
psychological interventions can target in order to reduce risk of emotional distress in 
response to subsequent failure experiences, results from the review provide an evi-
dence base for these interventions to draw on. These results are supported by the 
experimental and longitudinal design of most of the studies, which provide evidence 
that the proposed resilience variables may have a causational impact on subsequent 
mood. In particular, resilience-building interventions should aim to increase levels 
of self-esteem, develop a more positive attributional style and reduce levels of per-
fectionism (particularly socially prescribed perfectionism) (Johnson et al. 2017).

12.6.1.2  Master Resilience Training (MRT)

Master Resilience Training (MRT) can be seen as management training for teaching 
individuals how to embrace resilience and then pass on the knowledge. The content 
of MRT is divided into three parts – building mental toughness, building signature 
strengths and building strong relationships. Individuals receive training in the three 
parts in plenary lectures and breakout sessions that include role playing, work sheets 
and small group discussion (Seligman 2011).

12.6.1.2.1 Building Mental Toughness

This segment of MRT starts with Albert Ellis’s ABCD model: C (emotional conse-
quences) stem not directly from A (adversity) but from B (one’s beliefs about adver-
sity). The individual works through a series of A’s (e.g. falling out of a 3-mile run) 
and learns to separate B’s, heat-of-the-moment thoughts about the situation (“I’m a 
failure”), from C’s, the emotions generated by those thoughts (such as feeling down 
for the rest of the day and thus performing poorly in the next training exercise). 
They then learn D, how to quickly and effectively dispel unrealistic beliefs about 
adversity. The next focus will be thinking traps, such as overgeneralising or judging 
a person’s worth or ability on the basis of a single action (Seligman 2011).

“Icebergs” are also discussed, which are deeply held beliefs such as “Asking for 
help is a sign of weakness”, and individuals are taught a technique for identifying 
and eliminating those that cause out-of-kilter emotional reactions: Does the iceberg 
remain meaningful? Is it accurate in the given situation? Is it overly rigid? Is it use-
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ful? Finally, individuals are trained how to minimise catastrophic thinking by con-
sidering worst-case, best-case and most likely outcomes. For example, an individual 
receives a negative performance evaluation from his supervisor. He thinks, “I won’t 
be recommended for promotion, and I don’t have what it takes to stay in the organ-
isation”. That’s the worst case. Now, let’s put it in perspective. What’s the best case? 
“The negative report was a mistake”. And what’s the most likely case? “I will 
receive a corrective action plan from my counsellor, and I will follow it. I’ll be frus-
trated, and my supervisor will be disappointed” (Seligman 2011).

12.6.1.2.2 Building Signature Strengths

The second part of the training begins with Peterson’s Values in Action signature 
strengths survey, which is taken online and produces a ranked list of the test taker’s 
top 24 character strengths. Small groups discuss the following questions: What did 
you learn about yourself from the survey? Which strengths have you developed 
through your career? How do your strengths contribute to you reaching your goals? 
What are the shadow sides of your strengths, and how can you minimise them? The 
individuals are divided into teams and told to solve a problem using the team mem-
bers’ character strength profiles. Finally, the individuals write their own “strengths 
in challenges” stories (Seligman 2011).

12.6.1.2.3 Building Strong Relationships

The third part of MRT focuses on practical tools for positive communication. 
Individuals who respond actively and constructively (as opposed to passively and 
destructively) to someone who is sharing a positive experience, love and friendship 
increase. The individuals complete a work sheet about how they typically respond 
and identify factors that may get in the way of active and constructive responses 
(such as being tired or overly focused on themselves). Individuals are also trained in 
effective praise and assertive communication, distinguishing it from passive or 
aggressive communication. What are the language, voice tone, body language and 
pace of each of the three styles, and what messages do they convey? Enhancing 
mental toughness, highlighting and honing strengths and fostering strong relation-
ships are core competencies for any successful individual.

Leadership development programmes often touch on these skills, but the MRT 
programme brings them together in systematic form to ensure that even in the face 
of terrible failures, individuals flourish rather than flounder. Managers can change 
the culture of their organisations to focus on the positive instead of the negative and, 
in doing so, turn pessimistic, helpless Walters into optimistic, can-do Douglases 
(Seligman 2011).
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12.6.2  Resilience-Building Interventions on Group Level

In addition to clinical groups, resilience-based interventions could have important 
implications for groups who may not currently suffer from mental health difficul-
ties, but who are regularly confronted with failure as part of their training or work. 
One such group are healthcare professionals, who may undertake ongoing training 
and assessment alongside their practice and who may also be involved in medical 
errors (Sirriyeh et al. 2010). Research suggests that involvement in medical errors 
can cause significant emotional distress and that experiencing distress can then 
increase the risk of involvement in subsequent errors (Hall et al. 2016; Sirriyeh et al. 
2010; West et al. 2009). In this group, resilience-based interventions could enable 
the development of psychological resources which may both reduce emotional dis-
tress in response to failure and errors and improve patient safety (Johnson et al. 2017).

12.6.3  Resilience-Building Interventions on 
Organisational Level

Persevering in the face of failures, error or mistakes is critical for organisations get-
ting ahead. It has the power to take organisations farther than IQ, education or expe-
rience alone. It’s applicable across all roles and all lines of business in every industry 
around the world. And yet, organisations do not spend nearly enough time develop-
ing resilience in their workforce. Resilience is a skill that needs to be learned and 
practised in organisations. Seligman (2011) studied resiliency to understand why 
some organisations rebound after a failure and why others fall into a state of learned 
helplessness. He and his team created the Penn Resiliency Program. They train busi-
nesses in resiliency and reduce the number of those who struggle in adversity and 
increase the number of organisations who grow (Philip 2017).

Corporate leaders must first help organisations build mental toughness. This 
requires recognising that employees’ response to failure is based solely on their own 
beliefs about what it means to fail. If employees believe failure means not getting 
something right on the first try, they will stop trying. Being mentally tough means 
organisations know that this moment is temporary, and employees have the emo-
tional sophistication to shake off negative thoughts and try again. Next, employees 
need to learn to recognise their unique strengths and how they make a positive con-
tribution to the project or the organisation. This helps to give employees the confi-
dence to innovate and push forward, even after temporary setbacks. The last step is 
about changing the way of communication in organisations and responding to 
employees. Responding in an active and constructive way versus a passive or dis-
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missive way will contribute to employees becoming more resilient. For example, 
consider the manager that merely says, “Good work”, in a performance review ver-
sus the manager that praises specific achievements, their value and a worker’s per-
sonal growth. Employees of the second type of manager will rebound much quicker 
from a failure, error or mistakes because they have an active and engaged relation-
ship and experience their value (Philip 2017).

Studies have shown that resilient organisations are “happier” and have a higher 
lifespan. In the workplace, resilient people experience less stress and are able to 
grow in their careers from what they have learned from their challenges or setbacks. 
They take less time off, are more productive and can adapt more quickly to change. 
The rapidly expanding global market is transforming the way we work and con-
fronting organisations with an unprecedented pace of change. Change can be a force 
of good, pushing individuals to learn and develop and driving organisations to 
evolve and grow. It can also become overwhelming for employees and businesses, 
if they are ill prepared. Leaders need to focus on equipping their employees with the 
resilience and the mental agility to adapt and thrive in this ever-changing world. 
Organisations need to be “happy places”, productive and successful and deliver 
incredible value to their customers and the people they work for. Their success is not 
guaranteed and their failures, errors and mistakes do not need to define their destiny. 
It is their optimism and resilience that will help organisations to respond positively 
to challenging situations and the opportunity to dream big and push forward. 
Leaders must contribute to creating resilient employees who can steer through 
change, pressure, uncertainty and ambiguity and have the coping strategies to man-
age stress, overcome setbacks and continue to innovate (Philip 2017).

12.7  Chapter Summary

This chapter focused on investigating resilience factors to emotional distress result-
ing from the experience of failure in organisational settings. In this chapter the 
parameters for the study of resilience in the workplace were set. The impact of 
failure experiences was described and resilience-based approaches conceptualised. 
The Bi-Dimensional Framework of resilience research was deliberated. This chap-
ter concluded by discussing the implications for psychological resilience-building 
interventions in response to failure, error or mistakes for individuals, groups and 
organisations. As determinants of the demonstration of resilience in employees are 
uncovered, practitioners and researchers will have a better understanding of the 
most important attributes to select for and develop in order to maximise employees’ 
capacity for resilience.
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Chapter 13
Errors and Failures in European Banking: 
A Cultural Perspective

Alessandro Carretta, Paola Schwizer, and Lucrezia Fattobene

Abstract Misconduct is still widespread in banking. It often leads to economic 
and reputational losses and negatively affects trust in the economic and financial 
systems. Misconduct is mainly a result of errors in policies and procedures, of 
mistakes or malpractices in individual behaviours and of failure in management and 
control systems. Elaborating on the new theory of risk culture in banking, we 
develop a general framework of errors and failures in banking, on the basis of existing 
literature and taking into account the empirical evidence that is currently available. 
Particularly, we focus our attention on the influence of national cultures, the role of 
the organizational environment, errors and management practices and the impact on 
reputational risk role of banking regulators and supervisors in the handling of 
errors and mistakes. Our work helps demonstrate that culture is the main driver of 
organizational and individual behaviours and consequently of errors, mistakes and 
failures in bank management. Moreover, in a “sound” risk culture environment, the 
ability to manage errors must be in the toolkit of bankers and banking supervisors, 
enhancing cultural capital while preserving stability and efficiency of the whole 
financial system.
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13.1  Introduction

The banking system is one of the most heavily regulated sectors of the economy. 
Rules are aimed at enhancing consumer protection against risks linked to market 
failures as asymmetric information and at maintaining financial stability, considered 
to be a public good in light of the need for an efficient payment system and an 
effective resource allocation to the real economy and the potentially systemic 
consequences of a bank distress (Quintyn and Taylor 2004; Heimler 2006). 
Nevertheless, the continuous introduction of new regulations, which occurred at an 
ever- increasing pace following the 2008–2009 global financial crisis, seems not to 
be able to erase misconducts and misbehaviours from bank practices. These often 
translate into heavy fines and reputational costs, also because of the intensifying 
pervasiveness of supervision on financial institutions. All this makes it more diffi-
cult to restore the public trust in banking – seriously eroded by the crisis – which is 
a crucial asset for the effectiveness of the financial system and for society as a 
whole. Misconduct is mainly a result of errors in policies and procedures, of mis-
takes or malpractices in individual behaviours and of failure in management and 
control systems. It is now widely recognized that this phenomenon depends on a 
weak corporate culture in bank management, which has yet not incorporated the 
values of integrity, honesty and sound risk management and control, making in 
many cases compliance with laws and regulations to be a pure formal, “tick-the-
box” exercise. So culture, and particularly a sound risk culture, must be seen as a 
fundamental, and mostly important, component of an effective corporate and 
internal governance system, and it has to be properly implemented, widespread 
and continuously monitored throughout the organization, in order to ensure effective 
decision-making and good professional conduct, beyond pure compliance, to the 
benefit of all stakeholders involved. Notwithstanding the efforts of regulators and 
supervisors in trying to include organizations’ behaviours and corporate values into 
their scope, and those of senior managers, engaging in changes and improvements 
of their practices, still “bank conduct and culture are at the center of a slow, uphill 
battle for trust” (Group of Thirty 2018, xi).

Leveraging on the importance of a sound corporate and risk culture, our contri-
bution provides a general framework of errors and failures in banking. We elaborate 
on the existing literature and take into account the empirical evidence, data and case 
studies that are currently available.

Our thesis is that only a cultural perspective on errors and failures can help banks 
prevent and manage misconduct and misbehaviours, thus reducing operational and 
reputational losses.

We built our framework on ten statements, and we conclude that misconduct is 
favoured by macroeconomic, market, organizational and individual factors, relating 
to both the demand and the supply of financial services. In managing conduct 
risk, it is of utmost importance to consider the context within organizations in 
which actors  – who can never be considered as atomized and undersocialized 
agents  – interpret and apply procedures and models, because no context-free 
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individual’s decision exists, acknowledging that risk culture is partly a by-product 
of national attitudes and believes.

However, culture, and its effects on conduct risk, can and must be measured and 
managed, starting with an increase in awareness on its root causes, developing ade-
quate indicators and metrics for behaviours and social dynamics and enhancing a 
“healthy” error management culture. A deep understanding and an effective man-
agement of the determinants of human decision-making require a multidisciplinary 
approach, which integrates psychology, cognitive neuroscience, evolutionary biol-
ogy and ecology with the experience and the knowledge from the economic and 
financial domains.

So ultimately, our work helps demonstrate that culture is the main driver of orga-
nizational and individual behaviours and consequently of errors, mistakes and fail-
ures in bank management. Moreover, in a “sound” risk culture environment, the 
ability to manage errors must be in the toolkit of bankers and banking supervisors. 
This would enhance cultural capital while preserving stability and efficiency of the 
whole financial system.

13.2  Conduct Risk Plays a Central Role in the Current 
Debate on Financial Systems Stability and Efficiency

Conduct-related scandals have seriously weakened the financial systems conferring 
a crucial role to conduct risk in the current debate among academics, financial insti-
tutions and authorities. Far from being a new issue – concern on this risk dates to the 
Banking Act of 1933 – misconduct episodes in the past 50 years have seriously 
exposed financial institutions to severe economic and financial damages (Fig. 13.1). 
Even if a master definition of conduct risk is not yet available, it has been acknowl-
edged as a new risk category (FSB 2015) and broadly defined as “the current or 
prospective risk of losses to an institution arising from inappropriate supply of 
financial services including cases of wilful or negligent misconduct” (EBA 2016). 
The emerged awareness of the importance of considering conduct risk – inside the 
wider concept of risk culture (RC) – as a variable to manage in order to create value 
rather than a fixed value to blindly accept (Carretta and Schwizer 2017a) is leading 
banking regulators to shift their focus from compliance to organizations’ behaviours 
(Gond et al. 2014). Worldwide, authorities, sharing the view that prevention is better 
than cure, have all been active in enhancing conduct in the banking industry, with 
the goal to preserve confidence in financial markets. The alertness toward conduct 
risk exhibited by regulators and supervisors is also shown by firms operating in the 
financial industry, as emerged from the last Report on Culture and Conduct Risk 
(English et al. 2018).

In 2018, despite supervisory focus, financial firms’ efforts and regulatory inter-
ventions, the number and the volume of cases regarding conduct risk increased 
(EBA 2018), generating broad classes of costs that encompass sanctions (including 
fines and financial penalties), redress costs and legal expenses (Resti 2017). Negative 
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externalities associated with conduct risk manifestation extend beyond the subject 
who misbehaves and impact the whole organization. Misconduct costs can intro-
duce frictions and raise the cost of intermediation, damaging firm’s reputation; 
deflecting managers’ attention from the core business activity; affecting the work-
force composition; eroding firms’ capital (FSB 2017); creating uncertainty about 
the business model, solvency and profitability of banks (ESRB 2015); absorbing 
financial resources through fines and penalties (Chaly et al. 2017); and thus deplet-
ing the loss-absorbing capacity of financial firms (FSB 2017). Furthermore, miscon-
duct risk generates the opportunity cost of not investing in profitable activities and 
the negative stock market reaction associated with negative investor sentiment. 
While reducing the flow of financial services, these costs spill over to consumers, 
firms and other financial institutions, eliciting a negative public perception which 
endangers banks capital resilience and the whole financial system’s stability and 
efficiency. Finally, rising during period of crisis, misconduct losses have a procycli-
cal impact on the financial sector (ESRB 2015).

Fig. 13.1 Example of conduct scandals since the financial crisis. (Source: Group of Thirty 2018)
Note: AML anti-money laundering, BBSW Bank Bill Swap Rate, ETF exchange-traded fund, EU 
European Union, FX foreign exchange, IPO initial public offering, LIBOR London Inter-bank 
Offered Rate
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13.3  At the Root of Misconduct, There Are Errors 
and Inadequacies in Individual and Organization 
Behaviours, as well as in Policies, Practices 
and Management Procedures

If a unique definition of conduct risk is not available nor desirable, neither is the tax-
onomy of the key drivers of misconduct. The FCA (2013) identifies several elements 
at the root of conduct risk, grouping them as (1) inherent factors (information prob-
lems, inadequate financial capabilities and biases and heuristics), (2) structures and 
behaviours (conflict of interests, culture and incentives and ineffective  competition) 
and (3) environmental factors (economic and market trends, technological develop-
ments and regulatory and policy changes). A high-level taxonomy surrounding mis-
conduct risk is also presented by the FSB (2017) who identifies different classes of 
activities and risk types: (1) business disruption and damage to assets; (2) execution, 
delivery and process management; (3) internal fraud; (4) employment practices and 
workplace safety; and finally (5) clients, products and business practices (Fig. 13.2). 
ESRB (2015) provides a non-exhaustive list of misconduct types, categorizing them 
in (1) mis-selling of financial products to retail customers, (2) mis-selling of financial 
products to professional clients, (3) violation of national and international rules and 

Fig. 13.1 (continued)
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Fig. 13.2 FSB’s high-level taxonomy of activities and risk types surrounding misconduct risk. 
(Source: FSB 2017)

regulations and (4) manipulation of financial markets. Interestingly, in the quest to 
categorize the drivers of misconduct, it is possible to recognize them in two out of 
three components of RC identified by Di Antonio (2017), i.e. (1) customer risk, which 
falls in the ethical/competitive domain and includes mis-selling of financial products, 
lack of transparency and conflict of interest, and (2) compliance risk, concerning the 
legal domain and comprising market manipulation, rigging of market benchmarks, tax 
evasion, money laundering and fraud.

13.4  Errors’ Comprehension and Management Framework 
Is Represented by Risk Culture

According to the system approach, opposite to the person approach, since humans 
are fallible, mistakes occur also in the most efficient and profitable organizations. 
While changing the inherent human nature is not possible, changing the conditions 
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in which individuals behave is feasible: system defences represent one way to pre-
vent failures. Nevertheless, the different defences which are placed in sequence can 
have weaknesses – as active failures (e.g. procedural violations) or latent conditions 
(e.g. unreliable indicators) – and when those manifest simultaneously across the dif-
ferent layers, failures occur. This concept is better conveyed through the “Swiss 
cheese” metaphor, according to which barriers are the slice of cheese and weak-
nesses the holes in the slices which could line up in a trajectory that permits the 
accident to occur (Reason 2000). In this perspective, an effective and efficient system 
of internal controls in the banking sector helps to pursue a safe and sound risk man-
agement and to reduce the probability that adverse events occur originating bank 
failures. The internal control system in the banking sector posits “three lines of 
defence”, i.e. three independent lines of control functions, i.e. one that owns and 
manages risks, one that oversees risks and one that provides independent assurance; 
senior management and governing bodies complete the scheme ensuring that this 
model permeates the whole organization. Figure 13.3 presents an application of the 
Swiss cheese metaphor to banking failures, highlighting how errors might be consid-
ered the results of the simultaneous manifestation of weaknesses across the three 
lines of defence and regulators and supervisors’ behaviour. In particular, second- and 
third-line independent controls are extremely important to detect errors which mani-
fest in the underneath layer of defence and whose repetition can be avoided only if 
properly analysed, likely suggesting improving internal policies. Disregarding their 
usefulness, internal controls in banks are often perceived as a burden, an unjustified 
expense, a complication of organizational structure or even an area which creates the 
risk of administrative sanctions (Schwizer 2016), while the recent financial crisis and 

Fig. 13.3 In the banking sector, errors and failures occur when there is a simultaneous manifesta-
tion of weaknesses in different layers of protections: in the three lines of defence of the control 
systems and in regulators and supervisors’ actions
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the widespread losses in the financial sectors have raised the importance of a sound 
system of internal governance to help the company reach its strategic targets. In the 
last two decades, the recurrent failures in the financial industry have driven many 
regulatory interventions which led to an evolution of banking culture from a “culture 
of control”, to a “culture of compliance”, to finally acknowledging the importance of 
a sound RC as the element essential to avoid the holes in the slices of cheese to 
enlarge or to align across the different layers. We argue that the transformation from 
hazard to errors occurs when a bank is affected by an unsound RC, which drives the 
three lines of defence to be simultaneously violated, and supervisors and regulators 
do not impede the errors to manifest. This might happen, for instance, when “formal” 
controls rather than “real” ones are implemented, through the dominance of the form 
over the substance or when there is no overlapping between espoused and practiced 
values within the company. Assessing RC is an intricate task, but complexity should 
not lead the debate to be limited to pure speculative exercises: recently, the FSB 
(2014), the Institute of Risk Management (IRM 2012) and national professional 
associations (AIIA 2015) have proposed specific indicators of RC, as summarized 
below (Table 13.1). Starting from the FSB’s categories, AIIA (2015) has identified 
51 specific qualitative elements, the control objectives (COs), out of which 16 are 
considered “key” objectives and represent a specific target through which control 
effectiveness can be assessed; they are a preferential tool to assess soft evidence, 
which is difficult to capture through quantitative approaches. To support the qualita-
tive analysis realized through COs, a useful tool is that of the risk culture indicators 
(RCIs), i.e. metrics that synthetize the probability that the combination between the 
potential occurrence of an event and the consequences deriving therefrom exceeds 
the organization’s risk appetite. Indicators are not exhaustive, do not represent a 
checklist or an end-point and should not be considered separately, but rather a collective 
assessment is more appropriate to build awareness of the level of health of institutions’ 
RC (Carretta and Schwizer 2017b).

Table 13.1 FSB and IRM indicators, sub-indicators and aspects of (a sound) RC

FSB (2014) indicators and sub-indicators of a sound RC
Tone from the top Accountability Effective communication 

and challenge
Incentives

Leading by example
Assessing espoused 
values
Understanding and 
awareness
Learning from past 
experience

Ownership of risk
Escalation process
Clear consequences

Open to alternate views
Stature of control function

Remuneration
Succession 
planning
Talent 
development

IRM (2012) aspects of RC
Tone from the top Decisions Governance Competency
Risk leadership
Dealing with bad news

Informed risk 
decisions
Reward

Accountability
Transparency

Risk resources
Risk skills

Source: Authors’ re-elaboration from FSB (2014) and IRM (2012)
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13.5  National Cultures Influence Organizations’ Error 
Perception and Reaction to It

The multi-faceted and complex relationship between national culture (NC) and fail-
ures in the banking sector can be explored focusing on management practices, 
including the error management process. According to Hofstede’s influential 
schema, country’s citizens share core values and practices developed through reli-
gion, education, political and economic systems, which influence the way they see 
the world and, thus, think and behave. He classified this “collective programming of 
the mind” that shapes organizational culture and behaviour, through six dimensions 
as collectivism/individualism, power distance, uncertainty avoidance (UA), 
masculinity/femininity, long-term orientation and indulgence (Hofstede 1983, 
2001). In an error management perspective, a large distance between superiors and 
 subordinates, as in high power distance organizations, is considered to negatively 
impact on error communication and planning, since superiors are seen as unques-
tionable authorities and tend to discourage active participation, while subordinates 
accept indications in an uncritical way (Hofstede 1991) and are not motivated to 
detect errors except if it is not their specific job (Slater and Narver 1995). Moreover, 
since in these strong hierarchies superiors are particularly interested in their reputa-
tion, there is a higher tendency to blame subordinates for mistakes, rather than the 
system. Error prevention is higher in collectivistic cultures where individuals put 
more effort in avoiding failures, compared with individualistic organizations 
where, conversely, members aim to reach personal successful outcomes and 
might be distracted from implementing error avoidance strategies. In addition, 
while collectivistic-oriented organizations focus on self-criticism, individualistic 
ones focus on self-enhancement, and this affects the likelihood of error detection. 
Another Hofstede’s cultural dimension linked to error management is UA: in fact, 
high-UA cultures rely on routines and designed strategies, and this enhances their 
perception of control of the environment, reducing, in turn, the monitoring and the 
responsiveness in recognizing errors. At the same time, since in high-UA organiza-
tions errors are perceived as a manifestation of inadequate preparation, there is a 
stronger inclination to blame rather than reporting (defensive attributions) (Hofstede 
2001). Moreover, errors are usually unexpected and perceived as very dangerous, so 
when they occur, people have highly negative attitudes (Hofstede 1991). Finally, 
since high-UA organizations usually adopt formal communication, which requires 
more time than informal one, and promote a restriction of information flow, response 
to errors can be slower and less effective than in low-UA organizations. On the other 
hand, high-UA culture attaches attention and devotes deep analysis to error situation 
increasing the degree of error prevention.

Despite the increasing standardization that follows globalization, management 
and accounting practices across national systems may be different: even if a McDonald’s 
burger can taste the same everywhere, McDonald management procedures are not 
the same across different countries. Newman and Nollen (1996) analyse work units 
in 18 countries and observe that when management practices had a better fit with 
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NC, the work units reported higher financial performance than when the fit was not 
as good, leading them to suggest managers that “when in Rome, do as the Romans 
do”. Focusing on the banking sector in the pre-financial crisis period, Kanagaretnam 
et al. (2011) report banks’ tendency to manage earnings to just meet or beat the prior 
year’s earnings when they have high levels of individualism and masculinity and 
are low in the UA cultural dimension. They also find that individualism and power 
distance are positively related to and UA is negatively related to banks’ income-
smoothing behaviour. Notwithstanding the influence of NC on practices and errors, 
it is important to mention that nowadays citizens are frequently and in large number 
moving from one country to another for educational, employment or personal 
reasons, taking with themselves their “programming of the mind”, likely reshaping 
the culture landscape through the cultural interpenetration, contamination, pluralism, 
hybridization and the deterritorialization dynamics (Craig and Douglas 2006). 
Therefore, studies on the role of NC in affecting behaviours should not fail in consider-
ing the inherently dynamic nature of culture.

13.6  Errors Do Not Depend Only on the People Who Make 
or Allow Them but also on the Cultural 
and Organizational Contexts Where They Occur

Financial scandals are usually tied to the business culture in which bank employees 
are embedded, considered to tolerate dishonest behaviours. When studying unethi-
cal behaviour in business, a pervasive theory is the “bad apple” one, according to 
which it suffices to identify and remove the bad actor within a company to make it 
safe: a naïve vision that fails to consider that individuals’ behaviour is the product 
of the context where they operate (Treviño and Brown 2004). Gonin et al. (2012) 
broaden this view, suggesting that at the origin of misbehaviour is not a “bad 
apple” neither a “bad barrel” while rather a “bad larder”! The authors point out the 
importance of considering the context within organizations in which actors – who 
can never be considered as atomized and undersocialized agents – interpret and 
apply models and that no context-free individual’s decision exists. In the same 
way, while inspecting rogue trading scandals, Gilligan (2011) suggests taking into 
account the normative and structural drivers that may contribute to disasters, 
addressing to the “bad luck”, “bad apple”, “bad tree” and “bad orchard” problem 
(see Box 13.1). If moral behaviour is not an inherent trait of personality, it does not 
display cross- situational stability (Magnusson and Stattin 1981) and depends on 
the context. It is thus important to build a sound organizational culture which 
reduces the probability that generally honest people at home behave dishonestly 
when at the workplace. Congruently, a positive work environment does not involve 
a “culture of fear”, which can be either the fear of the boss, of not achieving targets 
and of reprisal when reporting others’ unethical behaviour. As shown by social 
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psychologist Milgram’s experiments (1961, 1963) on the obedience to authority, 
also ordinary individuals could be induced by a legitimate authority to behave with 
cruelty and against their own values.

Attempting to assess if banking culture has a causal effect on dishonesty, Cohn 
et al. (2014) conduct a laboratory experiment involving bank employees and observe 
that when their professional identity is rendered salient, a proportion of them 
becomes dishonest. The shift in behaviour observed does not occur for employees 
from other industries or students, allowing the authors to state that it is an effect 
specific to the business culture of the banking industry. Interestingly, an experimen-
tal approach applied to study the influence on dishonest behaviour of modern com-
munication technologies (Cohn et  al. 2018) revealed that human interaction is 
crucial to mitigating dishonest attitudes and that individuals cheat significantly 
more when they interact with a machine rather than a person. The evidence of the 
effects played by human interaction in reducing fraudulent behaviour might be 
 particularly interesting for the fintech industry, suggesting the idea that fully 
renouncing to the human component for robo-advisors might undermine the cre-
ation of an environment which promotes a healthy/sound culture.

Clear implications for managers, regulators and supervisors trying to prompt 
honesty thus include to control environmental pressures and reward and incen-
tive systems. A large body of literature documents how incentives and compen-
sation measures are a powerful corporate governance mechanism to align 
individual and organizational goals and enhance firms’ performance (Condly 
et al. 2003) but also that they play a pivotal role in originating misconduct, as 
“whenever there is misconduct, there are almost always issues with incentive 
design” (Group of Thirty 2018). Compared with manufacturing firms, unproper 
designed incentives are very dangerous for banks because their higher leverage 
makes them vulnerable to risk- shifting agency problems and since depositors 
are the main claimholders, incentives that aim at aligning top management 
merely with equity holders, without adequately considering debtholders, are not 
efficient (John and Qian 2003). The large misuse of financial incentives is lead-
ing banks to rethink their remuneration schemes and to integrate cultural and 
behavioural metrics into performance scorecards, so that not only the “what” 
but also the “how” of an employee’s work is assessed and better incentives for 
appropriate conduct are provided (Group of Thirty 2018; FSB 2018).

At the same time, besides acting on the offer-side, interventions should also fill 
gaps on the demand-side by improving banking customers’ financial literacy and 
numeracy. In fact, at the root of the misconduct risk, there are both environmental 
factors (e.g. rising pressure on business model adjustment after the crisis) and struc-
tures and behaviours (e.g. conflicts of interest) but also inherent factors, including 
clients’ limited financial capabilities which exacerbate market failures as informa-
tion asymmetries.
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13.7  Inside an Organization, There Might Be Different Risk 
Cultures Which Underlie Widely Differing Errors 
Philosophy

Organizational culture is not a monolithic phenomenon: inside an organization, dif-
ferent cultures shared by a significant group of individuals can develop, originating 
“subcultures”. Organization-specific subcultures may emerge from membership to 
various groups within the firm as department, business units, workgroups and teams, 
and thus they are likely to emerge in large and complex organizations such as finan-
cial institutions. As revealed through anecdotal evidence, in the large bank Citicorp, 
three different conflicting subcultures coexisted with respect to risk: consumer 
banking, investment banking and institutional banking cultures (Rogers 1993). The 
first is based on standardization of products and procedures; the investment banking 
culture is anti-bureaucracy, focused on short-term and based on speed and flexibil-
ity; the institutional culture attaches importance to standardization of products and 
procedures while caring on long-term relationships with customers. Also Ware and 
Robinson (2011) identify three subcultures in investment banks, the “tribes” (invest-
ment, operations and distribution), which differ in their peripheral values. Clearly, 
the coexistence of different cultures and social capital within the same organization 
gives rise to different attitudes and behaviours, representing the keystone to inter-
pret specific cases of failures in the banking sectors. When the accounting depart-
ment is close to a culture of number while the R&D department to innovation and 
creativity or when traders focus on short-term results for bonuses, meticulously 
measure market risk and rely on virtual relationships whereas salesmen work on 
long-term personal relationships and risk taking is not at the centre of their activity, 
organizational climate can be very complex. When the complex organizational cli-

Box 13.1: Rogue Trading
Joseph Jett, Nick Leeson, Toshihide Iguchi, Yosuo Hamanaka, John Rusnak, 
Kweku Adoboli and Jérôme Kerviel are only some of the names of rogue trad-
ers. Among the most reverberating cases, there is the one of Kerviel, a trader 
in the arbitrageur department at the Société Générale who exploited his 
knowledge on audit procedures learnt in the previous 5 years he worked for 
auditing trading positions within the bank, to avoid and fool risk controls and 
manipulate the bank’s software taking unauthorized positions on stock futures 
for 50  billion euros. The trader’s misconduct was not discovered on time, 
despite the 17 inspections in the years 2006–2007 of the Bank of France, the 
two letters of inquiry from Eurex, the 74 alerts about anomalies in trading 
activity and the emails that Kerviel’s boss received about the unusual pur-
chase of 6,000 forward contracts in a time interval of only 2 h (Brochet 2010). 
The trader declared that his superiors at the bank turned a blind eye and that 
he would not have been able to execute the trades without others knowing.
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mate is not properly managed, differences between groups might translate into con-
flicts within a fragmentated company’s culture (Di Antonio 2017), and, as delineated 
by Lewis (1989) and Smith (2011), a department may prevail over the other impos-
ing his culture and causing failures.

Recently, the meteoric rise of fintech is leading numerous changes and affecting 
RC at interorganizational level, by transforming banks’ business focus, customer 
interaction, core competencies, vertical integration level, service portfolio, automa-
tion and IT architecture (Alt et al. 2018). Machine and algorithms certainly allow to 
reduce biases which influence decision outcomes, but a major drawback is that 
when they work incorrectly – and this happen since we are still far from eliminating 
human fallibility in artificial intelligence – they can be detrimental for the organiza-
tion, and also negatively affect the environment, as revealed by the Dow Jones Flash 
Crash described in Box 13.2. The increasing banks’ reliance on technology and 
automation in their processes and workflows poses new challenges and the need to 
be vigilant on the unintended and unexpected consequences. If on  the one hand 
machine learning applications can create value operating in a more effective and 
efficient way and correctly using data and analytics, then on the other hand they can 
be associated with misconduct behaviours that originate from cyber risk (i.e. loss of 
data, phishing, malware), model risk (i.e. errors in the algorithm) or technology risk 
(i.e. problems with hardware), as when customer service chatbots do not work prop-
erly or when loan approval algorithms contain biases or bugs (Group of Thirty 
2018). At the same time, algorithmic decision-making introduces new complexities, 
and determining who or what is responsible when technology fails (the bank, the 
technology itself, the developer, the product manager or the owner?) has important 
legal and economic implications.

Box 13.2: The Flash Crash: A Window into the Potential Consequences 
of Algorithmic Finance
On May 6, 2010, the prices of many US-based equity products experienced 
dramatic fluctuations in prices; nearly 3 million dollars of market capitaliza-
tion vanished and quickly recovered. This systemic intraday event which con-
sisted of severe price fluctuations of both broad-market indexes and individual 
securities, in different phases, was named as “Flash Crash”, and since then, 
the expression is used to indicate “an extremely rapid decline in the price of 
one or more commodities or securities, typically one caused by automated 
trading” (Oxford Dictionary).

One of the important lessons learned from this event is that “the interaction 
between automated execution programs and algorithmic trading strategies can 
quickly erode liquidity and result in disorderly markets” (CFTC-SEC 2010). 
That day began with negative sentiment due to political and economic news 
concerning the debt crisis in Europe; according to the Commodity Futures 
Trading Commission (CFTC) and the Securities and Exchange Commission 
(SEC), the subsequent rapid drop in market prices was triggered by a large 

(continued)
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13.8  Do Errors and Inadequacies Affect Banks’ Reputation?

Since banks’ business entirely relies on depositors, creditors and marketplace’s 
confidence, the concept of corporate reputation is extremely relevant, especially 
after the last financial crisis which has seriously undermined trust in the banking 
sector. A bank’s positive reputation can increase survivorship and profitability by 
signalling to potential competitors the existence of entry barriers and reducing 
the cost to preserve relationships with stakeholders (Dinc 2000), whereas disclosure 
of  fraudulent activities, or errors and inadequacies in conducting the business 
practices, may cause higher costs of financial funding, fines and penalties, rating 
downgrading, loss of present and future customers and difficulties in hiring valuable 
employees and in finding business partners.

Regulators identify reputational risk as a risk that occurs following another risk 
(primary risk), and thus it tends to be considered as a consequential risk. According 
to the Basel Committee on Banking Supervision, the main primary risk is repre-
sented by the operational risk, since its manifestation severely affects banks’ reputa-
tion. Empirical studies report severe reputational losses in the case of operational 
losses associated with internal frauds (De Fontnouvelle and Perry 2005; Gillet et al. 
2010) and that “trading and sales” and “payment and settlement” are the two busi-
ness lines mostly associated with considerable reputational damage (Fiordelisi et al. 
2012). The same authors (2013) empirically study the determinants of reputational 
risk in the banking sector and identify the following six factors: bank riskiness, 
profitability, level of intangible assets, capitalization, size, the entity of the opera-
tional loss and the business units that suffered the operational losses. Recently, the 
inadequate robustness and spread of RC within the financial institution, which gives 
rise to misconduct, has been identified as one of the possible sources at the origin of 
the reputational risk. Gabbi et al. (2017) conduct two cases studies on the Monte dei 
Paschi di Siena (MPS) and Banca Carige Italian credit institutions, who suffered 
severe sanctions by authorities because of their unhealthy RC. The authors observe 
that beyond the negative net impact on capitalization represented by the sanctions, 
of approximately 5 million euros for MPS and 1.9 million euros for Banca Carige, 
the reputational damages in the 6  days surrounding the announcement reached 

Box 13.2 (continued)

fundamental trader who executed a sizeable sell order through a Sell Algorithm 
that only targeted trading volume, and neither price nor time, executing the 
sell program in only 20 min. This pressure on the market was initially absorbed 
by high-frequency traders, other intermediaries and fundamental buyers in the 
future market and cross-market arbitrageurs (CFTC-SEC 2010); but even if 
the orders were not yet absorbed by the market, the Sell Algorithm reacted to 
the increased volume, increasing, in turn, the feeding rate of the orders in the 
market, thus originating a liquidity crisis.
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about 225 and 5.5 million euros, respectively. Overall, these findings suggest that 
overlooking the importance of a sound RC, and the possible sources of errors and 
inadequacies while conducting banking activities, can be detrimental and trigger 
reputational damages which extends beyond the operational losses associated with 
the primary risk manifestation.

13.9  Control Authorities Make Mistakes Too

“[T]he staff found no evidence of fraud”. With this sentence, on November 21, 2007, 
the SEC closes the investigation opened on January 24, 2006, in response to the 
financial analyst Harry Markopolos’ memorandum (dated November 7, 2005)1 
through which he provides evidence that Madoff is running a Ponzi scheme, which 
later actually resulted to be the world’s largest one. If the SEC would have acted, it 
could have saved the victims’ billion dollars of investments, avoiding one of the most 
famous examples of authorities’ mistake. Two possible explanations – both uncom-
fortable – are proposed to explain how it was possible that the most important market 
regulatory agency did not see this fraud, disregarding the memorandum: the first 
concerns a deficit in competence and training of SEC’s lawyer regulators and the 
second is structural corruption (Rhee 2009), and the most plausible explanation 
seems to be the first one; lawyers did not understand, even if illustrated in the memo-
randum, the basic working of markets and technical features of transactions in a very 
complex environment, as the financial one. Lack of skill, training and knowledge 
might drive authorities’ errors and mistakes in financial markets. Slowness in taking 
actions could also exacerbate the negative consequences associated with frauds and 
scandals, as revealed in the HSBC money laundering case, when the Office of the 
Comptroller of the Currency (OCC) surely failed in taking prompt actions (Box 13.3).

1 Please see: “The World‘s Largest Hedge Fund Is a Fraud” Letter from Harry Markopolos to SEC, 
available at http://online.wsj.com/documents/Madoff_SECdocs_20081217.pdf

Box 13.3: HSBC Money Laundering and the Regulatory Failures of the 
OCC
One of the largest scandals in the banking sector concerns the HSBC’s money 
laundering case occurred in 2012, which cost the bank a fine of $1.92 billion 
for the activities of its US affiliate HBUS. The Permanent Subcommittee 
on Investigations (PSI) conducted a case study investigation on the bank 
(USA Homeland Security 2012), observing that HSBC facilitated money 
laundering while exposing the USA to the risks of drug smuggling and terrorism. 

(continued)
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Authorities’ mistakes can also manifest through wrong regulatory interventions, 
which, instead of help to reach specific goals, foster unintended consequences. For 
instance, to tackle systemic risk as emerged from the mid-1970s’ crisis, the Basel 
Committee on Banking and Supervision promoted the Capital Accord, to increase 
the stability of the international banking system and to diminish existing sources of 
competitive inequality amongst international banks. In spite of positive effects, a 
limited differentiation of credit risk, a static measure of default risk, lack of recogni-
tion of term structure of credit risk, a simplified calculation of potential counter-
party risk and lack of recognition of portfolio diversification effects represent 
all severe weaknesses of Basel I, which undermined financial stability leading to 
Basel II that involuntarily became an even more pernicious agreement. After the 
financial crisis, exacerbated by these regulatory oversights and mistakes, the new 
framework of Basel III was implemented, but the monitoring of the effects of the 
regulatory reforms poses new challenges, highlighting possible unintended negative 
implications, which include capital and liquidity requirements, policy measures for 
G-SIFIs, reforms of the OTC derivative market and structural reform initiatives 
(BIS 2014). Poor risk management practices were only one root cause of the crisis; 
the raw corporate governance of banks points out to a deeper problem in financial 

Box 13.3 (continued)

This case study points out serious deficiencies in regulation and supervision. 
In fact, the OCC started raising concerns regarding HBUS and their anti-
money laundering (AML) actions in 2002, but it did not issue any supervisory 
letter outlining concerns and AML weaknesses until 2010 (Naheem 2016). In 
the report, the PSI dedicates a whole section to outline the major regulatory 
failures of this case, which “did not happen overnight”, while it accumulated 
over time also because some of the problems relating to AML were not solved 
due to OCC’s ineffective oversight efforts. In fact, OCC failed to classify as 
legal violations some of the 83 “Matter Requiring Attention” within a 5-year 
period. One of the biggest OCC’s mistakes was not considering AML issues 
when assigning bank’s management rating while only taking them into 
account during the assignment of the bank’s consumer compliance rating: 
national banks, therefore, did not suffer a rating downgrade and did not 
increase the deposit insurance for incurring heightened risk. Moreover, as 
highlighted in the report executive summary, additional OCC failures include 
“the practice of conducting narrowly focused AML examinations of specific 
banking units without also assessing HBUS’ overall AML program; the 
OCC’s reluctance, despite mounting AML deficiencies, to make timely use of 
formal and informal enforcement actions to compel improvements in HBUS’ 
AML program; and the practice by some OCC examiners to issue Supervisory 
Letters that sometimes muted AML examination criticisms or weakened 
recommendations for AML reforms at HBUS” (p. 9).
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institutions, i.e. a poor culture of risk (Carretta and Bianchi 2016). Therefore, to 
pursue a stable and sound banking union, regulators and supervisors have started to 
focus on cultural capital in addition to capital requirements, acknowledging that a 
cultural ratio might be even more important than a capital one and that the fact that 
culture is hard to measure should not discourage from taking it into account (Carretta 
2015) since it is a relevant factor in financial failures, errors and misguiding (Carretta 
and Bianchi 2016). Finally, also the harmonization of supervisory styles plays a 
central role in ensuring the stability of the banking system. As empirically 
observed by Carretta et  al. (2015) who focused on EU-15 banks, the culture of 
banking supervisory authority, proxied by applying Hofstede et al. (2010)’s frame-
work, is focused on bank soundness. A supervisory culture oriented to collectivism 
and to avoid uncertainty increases the banks’ distance to default, while a power 
distance-oriented supervision culture decreases it.

13.10  Errors’ Management Requires a Multidisciplinary 
Approach

Errors are not easy to define (Senders and Moray 1991), and understanding their 
root and classifying them are quite hard tasks which encompasse different 
disciplines. A first distinction when studying individual’s mistakes is based on 
intentionality. In fact, while some errors are the result of a conscious improper 
behaviour, even if influenced by the cultural and organizational context, others are 
associated with the inherent fallacies of human decision-making. Our decision-
making process occurs through systematic simplifications, i.e. heuristics or rule of 
thumbs, which sometimes drive suboptimal decision outcomes. Decision-making 
biases are quite pervasive and persistent, but interestingly they are also systematic, 
thus predictable and avoidable. It is from this standpoint that the Behavioural 
Insights Team (or the Nudge Unit) proposes some lessons from behavioural sciences 
to reduce frauds, errors and debts, through different steps; the team has already 
launched some trials to apply these insights in practices, gaining positive results in 
reducing misconducts. Recently, also neuroeconomics is proven to be helpful in 
shedding light on the automatic and unconscious processes which underlie biases 
in economic and financial decision-making (Ceravolo et  al. 2019; Fattobene and 
Ceravolo 2018).

Technology developments could help to reduce individuals’ biases, limiting 
human discretion in decisions. For instance, the introduction of the stop-loss clause 
during financial negotiations helps traders to reduce their desire to “get even” and 
their risk-seeking behaviour while losing. High-frequency trading and quantitative 
asset management could help to overcome human limitations in computing, by sell-
ing and buying shares in fractions of a second, while the use of computer algorithms 
to trade stocks could eliminate the incidence of different factors which affect “rational” 
decision-making, as stress, arousal, anxiety, excitement, attachment to portfolio, 
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etc. Anyway, it is important to underline that behind technology inventions and 
artificial intelligence, there is always a human mind, and therefore while some 
errors inherent in decision-making can be minimized, attempts to fully eliminate 
any form of errors in human behaviours will be in vain.

13.11  Good Error Management Practices Could Represent 
an Efficient and Effective Management Tool

Christopher Columbus wanted to discover a direct route to India sailing West, but 
his error made him accidentally arrive in the Americas: errors can have either nega-
tive consequences or positive ones, as learning, innovation and increased resilience. 
According to the theoretical framework of Van Dyck et al. (2005), common prac-
tices in the error management culture enhance firm performance (goal achievement, 
survivability, return on assets) through mediators that work simultaneously on 
decreasing/increasing negative/positive error consequences, via control of these 
consequences or through learning, initiative and innovation. These common prac-
tices include communicating about errors, sharing error knowledge, helping in error 
situation, quick error detection and damage control, analysing errors, coordinating 
error handling and effective error handling. Communicating about errors is proba-
bly the most important practice, since it promotes all the others: communication 
allows to create common knowledge and provides the basis for getting help from 
others; moreover, it facilitates the quick detection of the error that, in turns, helps in 
managing the negative consequences of it, also through a coordinated and effective 
intervention. Shared knowledge on different error situations allows secondary errors 
prevention, which is one of the mediators to firms’ success. Analysing errors is also 
a very important practice since errors disclose very important information about 
companies’ practices providing the basis for the identification of error-prone system 
design. Lower-level errors, as those related to absent-mindedness, in fact, may 
originate from a systematic source, which can therefore be corrected: for instance, 
writing down incorrect orders, whether in a restaurant or during financial negotia-
tions, could result from very similar names of the menu items and could easily be 
put right by changing those names (Zhao and Olivera 2006).

A good error management culture is related to favourable organizational outcomes: 
in an environment where employees are not expected to be punished for their errors, 
even when occurred while attempting to act proactively, they will show personal 
initiative and experimentation (Frese and Fay 2001), positively affecting firms’ 
performance.

An important supplemental control tool within organizations is the whistle- 
blowing practice (Zhuang et  al. 2005): it was because of this practice that, for 
instance, it emerged the case of the money laundering scandal at Danske Bank 
which involved 200 billion euros in suspicious payments realized through Danske’s 
Estonian branch between the years 2007 and 2015. Given their crucial role in the 
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fight against financial and economic crimes, whistle-blowers are protected by the 
law and should be immune from repercussions; however, they do not always feel 
safeguarded by the organization, as revealed by the episode at Barclays, where the 
bank’s chief executive Jes Staley was fined £1.1 million by British regulators after 
he tried to identify the employee who criticized another employee of the bank by 
sending letters.

Research that investigates error management culture is still in its beginning 
especially in the banking sectors where the numerous scandals and mistakes clearly 
address for the need to adopt an error management approach in order to understand 
how to prevent errors and how to manage their consequences, minimizing the negative 
and promoting the positive ones.
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Chapter 14
Turning Bicultural Critical Incidents into 
Inclusive Bicultural Identities 
and Organizations in US Subsidiaries 
in Japan

Clifford H. Clarke and Naomi Takashiro

Abstract In the context of US managers of subsidiaries in Japan, there have been 
numerous mistaken perceptions, errors in judgment, and failures of execution 
(MEF) observed in critical incidents (CI) between Japanese and Americans that 
resulted in financial losses from decreased productivity for the companies and 
damaged careers of individual managers of both cultures due to communication 
breakdowns in task performance.

Our purposes were to demonstrate a pathway for avoiding this result and to chal-
lenge researchers, consultants, and organizations to engage together in achieving the 
goals of transforming individual identity and of developing bicultural organizations.

Methods employed were a qualitative phenomenological ethnographic research 
approach of observation, interview, analysis, and resolution formation by paired 
teams of Japanese and US researchers and facilitators in navigating MEF-provoked 
employee CIs.

Results showed that employees in these processes were enabled (a) to reduce 
MEF frequency, (b) to increase productive time-on-tasks, (c) to increase satisfaction 
with bicultural partners, (d) to increase confidence in evolving bicultural identities, 
and (e) to increase commitment to working in a bicultural organization. The benefits 
for organizations were reductions in costs and increased productivity.

Practical implications from this study were that inclusive bicultural identity 
and the development of bicultural organizations were achieved by this exceptional 
integration of researchers and practitioners. It serves as a model for other research-
ers, practitioners, and organizations with common goals.

Limitations were the inadequate number of bicultural CIs to illustrate the multi-
plicity of learning outcomes of this CI technique (CIT). Nine other CIs were not 
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included due to space limitations. Some limitation on expanding researcher’ roles 
were the result of a few client commitments of resources.

Our originality in this study was that integration of researcher and consultant 
roles in long-term embedded positions in bicultural business contexts uniquely 
demonstrated how research and development through focused exploration of work- 
stopping MEF-caused CIs created bicultural workforces and transforming bicul-
tural identities among Japanese and US managers.

Keywords Mistakes · Errors · Failures · Intercultural management development · 
Japan-US business · Bicultural identity development · Critical incident technique

14.1  Introduction

There are often mistaken perceptions, errors in judgment, and failures of execution 
that occur in communications between Japanese and American managers, their 
leaders at headquarters, and their local workforce in their country of assignment. 
These can result in damaged individual careers and financial losses from decreased 
productivity in the organizations. The causes and consequences of such MEF 
(Mistakes, Errors, and Failures) were investigated by our intercultural specialists in 
multiple roles within bicultural organizations on 2- to 3-year assignments. They 
were on-site at the client’s subsidiary as embedded participant-observers engaged 
in qualitative phenomenological ethnographic methods of research. Their roles 
evolved throughout assignments to include consulting, training, coaching, facilitat-
ing, and counseling in order to contribute to goals of transforming individuals and 
developing a bicultural organization. As researchers and facilitators, their focus was 
on MEF-provoked Critical Incidents (CI).

The experiential data for this study was drawn from earlier intercultural organi-
zational development or culture change (ODCC) projects of Clarke Consulting 
Group (CCG) (Clarke 2008, 2017) and Clarke and Takashiro (2019). Sixteen long- 
term projects extending over 20 years all included CCC teams that had examined 
the organizational cultures of clients’ headquarters and Japanese subsidiary opera-
tions. The leadership of each client organization in Japan and the USA welcomed 
these research teams in nearly all on-site operations, except in performance reviews. 
These bicultural teams had on-going access to observe, analyze, interpret, and facil-
itate resolutions to countless critical incidents (CI) that occurred in on-going inter-
cultural workplace interactions. They engaged in data gathering and in navigating 
through each CI with a modified CIT (CI Technique) process. They were trained in 
a semi-structured interviewing technique, in role modeling intercultural competen-
cies, and a culture-interactive process for analyzing the results collaboratively with 
clients. A consequential increase of the clients’ intercultural competencies contributed 
to the reduction of intercultural MEF-caused CI, transformations of individuals’ 
identities, and development of managers for their bicultural organizations.
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14.2  Theoretical Foundations, Concepts, and Models

This is not intended to be a traditional literature review but rather a review of the 
theories, concepts, and models that have given us guidance and assurance that our 
designs and methods would be effective. It is our desire to adequately demonstrate 
and celebrate the value of weaving theoretical knowledge into the practice of 
transforming individual and team performance in bicultural organizations. These 
interdisciplinary foundations informed our process of selecting, interpreting, and 
navigating through each CI provoked by MEF. These applied resources are divided 
into five segments below. The selection criterion was that they contributed to our 
understanding of bicultural workplaces from multicultural including Japanese 
perspectives.

14.2.1  Respect, Trust, and Transformative Identity 
Development in Bicultural Businesses

Respect and trust are essential elements of partnerships within bicultural organiza-
tions as well as for those who are contracted to work with them, especially when 
dealing with individuals’ mistakes, errors, and failures. Trifiletti and Capozza’s 
(2011) study found that status differentiation impacted trust differently. We used 
status equalization methods learned from Cohen (1994, 1995), which resulted in 
the increasing equalization of status desired. Motivations were strengthened by 
building mutual respect, interdependency of tasks in boxed jobs, and shared organi-
zational goals.

Kowner (2002) found that barriers to trust result from Americans choosing familiar 
informal language used in a Japanese workplace primarily from higher-level 
managers to lower-level employees. We found such linguistic barriers often create 
mistaken interpretations, feelings of embarrassment or loss of face, and even disre-
spect and distrust (see CI 4.1 below). In another of our CIs, a Japanese who was 
very impressed with his American peer’s technical skill yelled above the machine 
noise, “I can’t believe [it]” (“shinjirarenai”). The American threw down his tool, ran 
into the cafeteria, and told his fellow Americans “that SOB [an expletive] just called 
me a liar.” It was a simple mistaken interpretation. The Japanese actually thought 
the American was fantastic!

Nishishiba and Richie’s (2000) insightful study of comparative trust concepts 
found that Japanese give organizational commitment high value, while Americans 
choose personal integrity as a core value in judging trustworthiness. This creates 
miscommunication about trustworthiness at every turn because Japanese who often 
speak to their American bosses in “tatemae” (public) style designed to maintain 
harmony and save face (see 2.5) are often judged as lacking integrity, (see CI 4.3). 
Yuki et al. (2005) found that Japanese expected trust to be based on the likelihood 
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of “sharing direct or indirect interpersonal links,” whereas Americans tended to trust 
people primarily based on “shared category memberships.”

Williams (2007) discussed the difficulties of trusting across organizational 
boundaries due to an inherent perception of threat from those outside one’s group. 
She focused on emotional management of perceived threats as a key to understand-
ing the development and maintenance of trust. Of her three categories of threat, (a) 
opportunism of the other, (b) neglect of one’s interest, and (c) identity damage, the 
latter is of primary importance in developing bicultural teams and organizations. It 
is  especially important to focus any identity development work on both cultural 
groups, i.e. in one CI our Japanese refused to accept learning English until we 
assured them that the Americans were also learning Japanese. This resulted in a 
positive competitive spirit between groups and was the first step toward expanding 
identities.

Markus and Kitayama (1991) studied the differences between self-construal as 
independent or as interdependent and found that:

Each of these divergent construals should have a set of specific consequences for cognition, 
emotion, and motivation….(p. 224)

For Japanese self-construals conceive of being inextricably linked to others in a 
social circle, as one whose felt emotions are those of others in part and one whose 
motivation is other-directed rather than self-directed. Such would be the self- 
construal of an interdependent identity. Researchers also found that:

individual-level factors (i.e., self construals and values) are better predictors of low- and 
high-context communication styles across cultures than cultural individualism- collectivism. 
(Gudykundst et al. (1996) p. 510)

These studies elucidate the identity threats felt by participants in bicultural orga-
nizations, and this is why “transformation” is so critical a concept in developing 
new bicultural identities.

Four concepts that we have discussed in understanding identity development 
through the analysis of CI are (a) the “single potent link” of Gulker and Monteith’s 
(2013) research that we found group members experienced with their boxed-job 
partners in which interdependence was required for personal and company goal 
achievement, the “split identification” theory of Gutierrez et  al. (2010) wherein 
managers were supportive of (b) maintaining their self-identities as well as (c) devel-
oping their new “reference group” identity (Hyman 1960), and (d) Morizuma’s 
(2011) multifaceted cultural identity theory. Each of these four processes of evolv-
ing cultural identities was enabled by a transforming commitment to a bicultural 
partner’s joint performance and a bicultural organization’s goals that required a 
development and an expansion of their identities in cognitive, affective, and behav-
ioral ways. The ultimate result was a strong esprit de corps with pride in their 
bicultural teamwork and new bicultural organization.

C. H. Clarke and N. Takashiro



285

14.2.2  Learning from Mistakes, Errors, and Failures 
in Bicultural Organizations

Our purpose in using the Critical Incident Technique (CIT) for this study was to 
learn from negative MEF but in other settings we have used CIT to learn from posi-
tive MEFs, i.e., in an investigation of a company’ stop performer profiles (Clarke 
2017). Many researchers influenced our approach to learning from MEF from a 
variety of orientations. Bandura (1988) discussed how developing competencies 
through mastery modeling, strengthening self-efficacy, and increasing self- 
motivation were processes that contributed to performance improvement.

Yamazaki (2005) studied the impact of Kolb’s (1984) learning styles in Japan. 
His findings utilized Hall’s (1976) high-low context culture constructs to find:

Those with high-context culture [such as Japan] tend to learn through the abilities of CE 
[concrete experience], whereas those with low-context culture [such as the U.S.], tend to 
learn through those of AC [abstract conceptualization]. (p. 525)

Yamazaki and Kayes’ (2007) more recent study of Japanese expatriates’ learning 
styles compared to Americans, both working in Japanese subsidiaries in the USA, 
found that “…Japanese managers are more concrete and reflective, whereas 
American managers are more abstract and active” (p. 1380). We found the same in 
our bicultural projects.

Organizations’ culture and climate have been found to determine why failures 
are hidden or exposed and thereby decrease or enhance productivity. This key ele-
ment is determined by whether revealed MEF evoke an attitude of “let’s tackle this 
together and learn from it” or with an attitude of “let’s find and blame the one who’s 
at fault.” The role of value congruence has been important in organizational culture 
and climate studies (Gronewold et al. 2013). If management authentically acts upon 
their espoused values, and individuals are committed to the same values, then the 
organization’s effectiveness will be high (Malbasic et al. 2018). Both of these find-
ings suggest authenticity and alignment of values influence productivity and effec-
tiveness in organizations.

Mezirow (2003) suggests:

transformative learning is learning that transforms problematic frames of reference – sets of 
fixed assumptions and expectations (habits of mind, meaning perspectives, mindsets) – to 
make them more inclusive, discriminating, open, reflective, and emotionally able to change. 
(p. 58)

But Mezirow says it is “deceptive to speak of culture as an influence on rationality 
and logic” (Mezirow 2004, p. 70). However, Eastern and Western cultural dis-
tinctions that influence our respective understandings about transformative learning 
require mutual respect in order to grow beyond such natural ethnocentric 
perspectives. Ruben and Kealey (1979) suggested that we personalize rather than 
universalize our knowledge in order to facilitate intercultural communication. They 
also found mutual respect aided effectiveness.
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14.2.3  Critical Incident Techniques (CIT) for MEF Analysis 
in Bicultural Organizations

Flanagan (1954) described critical incidents (CI) as a phenomenon from which the 
causes of success and failure can be learned. We applied it as a dialogical interview-
ing assessment method to investigate participants’ assumptions, expectations, 
behavior, interpretations, and attitudes about a specific event. CITs have been widely 
adapted and refined by assessment researchers. Clarke and Lipp (1998a, b) utilized 
CI to explore the reasons for MEF in Japanese US subsidiaries. Clarke (2017) also 
gathered participant positive CIs to collaboratively develop standards for manage-
rial functions in a US client’s bicultural organization development project in Japan.

Edvardsson and Roos (2001) developed a framework for evaluating the degree of 
criticality as perceived by customers in the service industry, but it was dependent 
upon the quality of their memories and delayed judgment processes. Also instru-
mental in the CIT are qualitative interviewing skills. Rubin and Rubin (2012) 
focused on in-depth interviewing techniques and the art of hearing the interviewee. 
We found such techniques to be particularly necessary across different languages 
and cultures where reading between the lines, spiraling, appropriate turn taking 
(Clarke and Kanatani 1979), and intercultural communication competencies (Ruben 
and Kealey 1979), including deep appreciation for both cultures, are critical.

14.2.4  Intercultural Communication Competency Applied 
in Bicultural Organizations

Competencies such as meta-cognitive (mindfulness) (see Petherick in this book), 
Broome’s (2009) meta-affective (empathy), meta-behavioral (universal or alterna-
tive behaviors), and Thomas’s (2006) cultural intelligence (CQ) have inspired 
researchers to investigate deeper and wider horizons in order to understand and 
transfer the generalizable characteristics, attitudes, and behaviors to others who live 
in multicultural environments. From decades ago Barnlund’s (1976) components of 
interpersonal meaning, IpM = ƒ(Perception Orientation–PO) + (System of Values–
SV)  +  (Communication Style–CS have influenced training designs and course 
curricula. Each of these three integrated elements provided guidance to interacting 
participants developing shared interpersonal meanings.

Other insights from intercultural scholars have influenced our thinking, profes-
sional engagements, and personal relationships. These are Barnlund’s public and 
private self in Japan (1989), Hall’s (1987) hidden dimensions, Mendenhall et  al. 
(2009) global competencies for Japanese management, Thomas and Toyne’s (1995), 
Yamazaki and Kayes’s (2004) exploration of Japanese expatriates in the USA, and 
West et  al. (2017) focus on biculturalism in multicultural work contexts. Most 
recently Moore-Jones (2018) reviewed the extant literature on intercultural 
 competency and intercultural intelligence and provided a valuable summary of the 
earlier decades of research in the field.
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Ruben and Kealey (1979) and Hawes and Kealey’s (1981) studies of seven inter-
cultural competencies have provided the core behavioral foundation for our project 
work. These skills are:

 (a) Displaying empathy.
 (b) Demonstrating respect.
 (c) Exhibiting behavioral flexibility.
 (d) Expressing a personal orientation to knowledge (particularistic, rather than 

universalistic).
 (e) Displaying a posture of interaction (curiosity, rather than judgmental).
 (f) Managing interactions with mutual reciprocity.
 (g) Demonstrating a tolerance for ambiguity.

We have added:
 (h) Persevering with patience. (Both are essential in working with Eastern cultures.)

14.2.5  Japanese and US Cultural Analysis Models 
and Materials

The core foundations of our cultural value models used in analyzing and navigating 
through bicultural CI data were found in the value systems from Eastern and Western 
religions and philosophies (applied in Clarke 1992). The associated communication 
styles model Clarke and Yoshikawa developed from a literature review of Japanese 
and US literature has been widely utilized but never published. (Clarke will send pdf 
forms of these models by email if requested.) American cultural values from a 
Japanese perspective are often observed as the opposite of Japanese values, i.e., inde-
pendence, rationality, equality, inclusivity, honesty, and informality, rather than inter-
dependent, intuition, hierarchy, exclusivity, harmony, and formality, among others. 
An important critical distinction undergirding values was the American assumption 
of a coherent independent identity and the Japanese assumption of a coherent inter-
dependent identity (Markus and Kitayama 1991). The Japanese consistency is evi-
dent in the continual balancing of the “Yin” and “Yang” in constantly changing 
contexts – “all things exist as inseparable and contradictory opposites” (Cartwright 
2018). This context-oriented perspective is supportive of Hall’s (1976) observation 
of high- and low-context cultures, represented in Japan and the USA, respectively.

We interpreted each CI from these Japanese and American cultural perspectives 
incorporated in Clarke’s BMW framework for analyzing respective systems of val-
ues and intercultural communication styles of Japanese (Clarke 1992). “BMW” 
refers to the Confucian “Ba” (place or position), the Buddhist “Ma” (space or time), 
and Shinto “Wa” (harmony).  This framework provides a contrast-culture (Yin  – 
Yang) interpretation of opposites as continua held as assumptions by the American 
and Japanese workers within each CI. Japan’s first constitution written by Prince 
Shōtoku Taishi in 604 A.D. – the “Seventeen Article Constitution” – reflects the 
influences of Japan’s three philosophy/religions referenced in the principles in the 
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“BMW” framework. Multiple derivatives grounded on these principles are the con-
cepts and behavioral styles that guide Japanese in their intercultural relations and 
communications.

Bejinaru (2010) discussed the concept of “Ba,” and Nonaka and Konno (1998) 
applied the role of “Ba” in knowledge creation in organizations. In business rela-
tionships it influences which place (context) permits or prohibits certain kinds of 
communication styles and at the same time the hierarchy of the relationship, either 
“up” or “down,” which further determines what language to use, formal polite 
(“teineigo”), toward upper status (“keigo”), or informal casual (“futsūgo”) Japanese 
(“Nihongo”) (CI 4.2 and CI 4.3).

Pilgrim (1986) and Oosterling (2005) explained the concept of “Ma” as the inter-
val between space, as between objects or among persons, which influences objec-
tive and subjective relationships between individuals, i.e., who are either “in or out” 
(“uchi” – “soto”) of their group. This further influences whether one uses public or 
private (“tatemae” – “honne” communication styles (Barnlund 1989). “Ma” also 
influences intervals in time, as in conversations and when to be silent to create “Ma” 
or reflection time. Japanese take 30% longer pauses between expressions than 
Americans (Clarke and Kanatani 1979), which is one reason why they have diffi-
culty keeping up with and interrupting Americans in conversations.

An outcome of the “Wa” concept of harmony (Wierzbicka 1991; Konishi et al. 
2007) was “kata” (form or formal), which structures behavior in a way that saves 
face and maintains harmony. “Kata” is used in “tatemae” (public and front) style of 
communication, which can be either formal polite “teineigo” or “keigo” style when 
communicating with guests and bosses, and in ceremonies and other formalities, 
i.e., when meeting your fiancée’s parents for the first time. Black and Mendenhall 
(1993) were insightful in demonstrating how these many derivatives could explain 
the maintenance of these concepts and further discussed the impact of “on” (obliga-
tion) and “giri” (duty), especially as they applied them in conflict resolution pro-
cesses, particularly in hierarchical relationships. Nonaka et  al. (2008) discussed 
how difficult a task managing “Ba, Ma, and Wa” can be in their comparison of 
Japanese and Anglo-American ways of thinking because there is a Yin and Yang in 
each of them. This difficulty leads many Japanese women in the USA to comment 
on how emancipated they feel speaking English without the sensitivities to all of 
these social relationship factors in Japan.

14.3  Method

14.3.1  Data Criteria for Selection of CI

Utilized bicultural CIs selection criteria were: (a) the CI’s criticality, (b) the inclusion 
of all three MEF, and (c) the cultural richness inherent in the CI. A CI’s criticality 
was measured primarily by the impact on individual and team performance in terms 

C. H. Clarke and N. Takashiro



289

of the length of delays in task performance and diminished employee morale, mea-
sured by walkaways, refusal to engage, and obstinacy of opinions. Cultural richness 
or intercultural complexity was determined by the inclusion of data drawn from 
both cultural values and communication styles.

14.3.2  Our CI Analysis and Interpretation Process

We analyzed clients’ CIs interactively during interviews by:

 1. Identifying hidden assumptions and expectations behind MEFs that contributed 
to critical breakdowns in communication.

 2. Identifying the individual and organizational consequences of those CI.
 3. Identifying initial causal explanations articulated by both members of the CI.
 4. Interpreting those causal factors in a broader intercultural perspective with cul-

tural frameworks of analyses.
 5. Identifying the means of resolving the CI utilized by each client’s project team.

14.4  Results

14.4.1  Leadership and Managerial Roles: “Yankee Go Home!”

Japanese technical managers in a production plant erroneously judged the nature of 
American technical managers’ roles that resulted in a major CI. Americans found 
“Yankee go home!!!” in large red letters on a bathroom mirror. The Japanese 
employees’ collective assumption was that US technology trainers were expert 
“generalists” in the whole production process rather than “specialists” in one spe-
cific process station. The historical yell of “Yankee go home” had survived since 
WWII occupation days. The Americans were observably offended and cursed their 
colleagues. Production halted for  two  hours at the plant, while the Japanese top 
manager explained in Japanese his understanding of “position expertise” and gen-
eral expertise. Above the noise an American yelled, “Why didn’t you just tell us to 
our face?” After much discussion, the Japanese manager summarized with a con-
vincing explanation, and peace was restored with handshakes all around. Japanese 
managers acknowledged how much depth about each position they still did not 
know, i.e. about the troubleshooting phase ahead of start-up production. They 
learned from their seasoned boss more details about production processes and 
decided the Americans were still needed. Respect and trust had a chance to be 
repaired amidst the stressful operations of a new plant start-up.
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14.4.2  Motivating Local Employees: “Reward the Best 
Salesman as a Team Role Model”

This statement was based on assumptions about independent reward systems and 
role modeling in the USA. It was a mistaken perception of how local employees can 
be motivated. This American sales manager said, “I just wanted to reward him by 
sending him to Europe to receive the reward for best salesman of the year at our 
global sales meeting.” However, at the meeting the manager announced his decision 
to the team leader in a team meeting, which caused the Japanese top salesman to 
refuse to go to the annual sales meeting. The befuddled American manager asked 
him for an explanation, and he kept silent along with everyone else. The “Wa” had 
been disturbed. During a break in the meeting, he again asked him, “Why”? The 
Japanese expressed his fear that the team would reject him if he went to Europe to 
accept the reward personally. The bicultural facilitator helped the Japanese explain 
his reasoning and used the proverb about “the nail that sticks up gets hammered 
down.” The American manager’s assumption was that by singling out one model 
leader others would be motivated by their normal competitive spirit and desire to 
emulate him, a natural view from an independent self’s worldview. After facilitated 
discussions the manager, the individual who demonstrated his interdependence, and 

Summary: A Japanese error in judgment about role functions based on mis-
taken perceptions of job definitions. The consequences were a lot of hostility 
and negative destructive accusations that destroyed a year of building respect 
and trust, due to its fragile bicultural nature. Also a delay of online work 
of two hours occurred in order to resolve this highly critical CI. Japanese and 
American plant workers have clear differences of expected scope in their job 
descriptions based on the traditional Japanese circular promotions vs. the 
American business experience of promotions up the same departmental lad-
der. Their interdependent and dependent self-construals manifested them-
selves in those two patterns of promotions. The Japanese writing on the mirror 
juxtaposed against the American demand to be told directly reflects differ-
ences in communication styles, i.e., the Japanese uses of a co-between and 
avoidance of direct conflict vs. American speaking the truth directly in a con-
structive conflict resolution process. One client’s Japanese managers refused 
to be trained in the company’s conflict resolution process until we added the 
word “constructive.” These important distinctions of norms of behavior 
grounded in values and communication styles need to always be discussed in 
a bicultural workplace before CIs and misunderstandings reach the point of 
explosion. In this CI case, the bicultural team was fortunate to be led by a 
more informed, insightful, and skilled Japanese top manager.
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later with his team, collectively decided by consensus that he could go if he could 
accept the reward in behalf the team and express his team’s gratitude for the award 
in his acceptance speech. The team together prepared the speech he read at the cer-
emony. A failure was avoided!

14.4.3  Japanese and American Communication Styles: “I 
can’t stand that ‘tatemae’!”

A Japanese worker was called into the American manager’s office to share what was 
happening on his slow-moving project. When asked directly to be truthful, the 
worker withdrew from the conversation in silence and just sat there in “Ma.” The 
Boss said, “Don’t give me that ‘tatemae’ stuff again, I just want your ‘honne’” (“pri-
vate” thoughts or in this case “the truth”) because his “tatemae” was mistakenly 
perceived as a “lie” by his boss. The effort failed, he excused the worker, and the 
boss turned to the consultant and said, “I can’t stand that ‘tatemae.’ He’ll be difficult 
to promote.” What is surprising is that even though the American had been in 
Japan  seven  years experiencing boss-subordinate relationships and face-saving 
“tatemae” communication, he chose to retain his American perception. He consis-
tently made negative erroneous judgments about his employees who would not 
speak from their “honne” in his office – the wrong “Ba.” Instead he persisted in 
accusing Japanese of lying or secrecy. He perceived the only way to do business was 
by speaking honestly and truthfully in any context. That was an extreme CI resulting 
in obstinacy and failure from which the Japanese suffered the consequences in 
his career.

Summary: This was a mistaken perception of the Japanese core value by an 
American assumption of independency in social relations. It was also an error 
of judgment presuming the universality of Western motivation theory that was 
not transferrable to Japan in this case. Assumptions about the principles in 
motivating employees are not universal but rather are determined by cultural 
context. The team meeting extended an extra hour because of the private dis-
cussion with the salesman. He could not discuss the subject within the team- 
meeting context due to it not being the right “Ba” for such discussions without 
preparatory discussions. The risk of face loss for the manager and the sales-
man would have been unacceptable in that it could violate the principle of 
“Wa.” Additional time was taken for the team to write the award speech in 
English, which required coaching from the facilitator. Unfortunately the man-
ager did not seek advice on his approach to the meeting beforehand and made 
an error of judgment on two counts, values of “Wa” and communication “Ba.”
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14.5  Discussion and Implications

14.5.1  Discussion

Investigating MEF-provoked CIs with this method and process offered advantages 
in researching and facilitating transformative changes in individual self-construals 
and organizational culture. The long-term on-site processes of investigating CI 
enabled tracking of transformations in individual and team identities and 
organizational culture changes.

In this qualitative approach, we assumed an integrated objectivity and subjectiv-
ity in team roles enabled broader goals to be served in behalf of the teams and the 
organizations through more holistic, natural, and supportive environments. It elimi-
nated the concern about memory loss in reports of CI, encouraged a process that 
reduces uncertainty anxiety, built upon differences to develop shared standards for 
work performance, created inclusivity through team interdependencies that contrib-
uted to respect and trust building, created a common membership in team bicultural 
identity development through a single potent link in their team partners, and was 
driven by coherent and authentic corporate values that supported bicultural organi-
zation development.

Summary: Mistaken perceptions about each other’s communication styles 
often result in critical incidents between Japanese and Americans working 
together in vertical relationships. The Japanese was practicing the “kata” he 
had learned for sustaining “Wa” in public relationships in his interdependent 
world. The American mistakenly perceive “tatemae” as lying instead of as 
respect for the manager and protecting him from a loss of face in their quest 
for harmony, which is the Japanese path to integrity. The Japanese may have 
mistakenly perceived his boss’ thirst for openness and directness as risky and 
aggressive when he was really looking for honesty, which was his path to 
integrity. Both could learn to respect and trust the other when they realize that 
they are after the same goal in relationships – integrity – but first they have to 
demonstrate mutual respect for each other’s values and styles.

The Japanese would welcome telling his manager what’s really going on and 
even what is wrong with his business judgments if the environment was changed, 
i.e., to a bar while sharing drinks after work. The change of “Ba” permits the 
private face (true feelings) of honne to be expressed in a more suitable context. 
The American would welcome learning about his Japanese way of seeing the 
world if the Japanese would only explain it. With both taking a step toward the 
other, their business and relationship may improve. That goal is something to 
which they could both commit. Together they need to understand each other’s 
intentions by practicing intercultural communication appropriate to each 
particular context and withhold the judgments that lead to failure.

C. H. Clarke and N. Takashiro



293

We did not advocate a transformation from one identity to another but rather 
from two separate identities as team members into a third collaboratively developed 
bicultural team identity that was multifaceted or a split identity in personal and 
organizational contexts. It would be flexible, inclusive, and expansive of one’s 
behavioral repertoire, value system, and capability to imagine and incorporate alter-
native paths to a common goal, i.e., behaviors could be learned for both high- and 
low-cultures, and self-construals could include independent and interdependent 
identities dependent on surrounding contexts.

Transformative changes encouraged through the CIT required goal and value 
alignments, supportive policies that encouraged CI analyses and resolution, interde-
pendency in work tasks, competencies of facilitators, and approval of the time 
required in multiple CI for breakthroughs to that “ah-ha!” moment. Language and 
communication style modifications for intercultural contexts were used to prevent 
the imposition of any external standard of transformative processes. The processes 
required were respectful, empathetic, and trusting in a way that facilitated achieve-
ment of individual, team, and organizational goals.

Researcher-consultant-facilitator capacities enabled the application mastery role 
modeling of intercultural communication competencies while navigating through 
each CI. With multiple CIs involving nearly all participants, there were multiple 
repeat opportunities for continual learning in supportive relationships committed to 
“kaizen” (incremental improvements toward perfection). Further, equalizing status 
attributions by raising self-efficacy beliefs with positive feedback and aligning per-
sonal and corporate goal systems increased motivation and strengthened commit-
ment to the organization.

We found distinction of learning styles were suggestive of alternative approaches 
to interviewing participants in CIs, i.e., by reversing the sequencing of the cognitive, 
affective, and behavioral elements (Yamazaki, 2005). We first asked interviewees to 
share their hidden assumptions and expectations about the CI, which they had previ-
ously thought of as “common sense” but found that they were not universally appli-
cable. What the Japanese and American actually perceived in the CI was usually not 
the other’s intention. Those differences were the causes of the MEFs. Those assump-
tions and expectations were based on mistaken perceptions that actually led to errors 
in judgment and failures in execution in some cases. In facilitating collaborative CI 
analyses with Ruben and Kealey’s (1979) competencies, we found efficacy in add-
ing the D.I.E. method of inquiry (three levels of communication, describe, interpret, 
and evaluate). Generally, dialogue in bicultural CI analyses without facilitation 
begins with mistaken evaluations, errors in judgments, and negative accusations 
followed by anger and behavioral disengagement.

This embedded approach further enabled the growth of associates’ professional 
roles to progress from researchers into consultants, trainers, facilitators, coaches, 
counselors, and collaborative evaluators of outcomes and benefits to an organiza-
tion. Even the researcher-consultants had transforming experiences in the process of 
these engagements!
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14.5.2  Implications

Our findings indicate that this research method of qualitative culture analysis of 
intercultural CIs as they occur in multinational workplaces offers practitioners 
business managers an effective alternative approach to organizational change and 
 transformative individual identity development in a bicultural organization. This 
embedded method motivates participants to improve their own performance by 
their own thinking, feelings, and behavioral efforts, including consequentially 
those of researcher-consultants.

 We found that CEOs of large companies and leaders of overseas subsidiaries 
accepted this approach to transforming their cultural issues into productive bicultural 
organizations, sometimes due to their own transformative experiences. This model 
was found to be an effective model for others based on their flexible perceptions, 
inclusive values, and intercultural competencies. It  supported the development of 
bicultural identities and effective intercultural organizations with such competencies 
and commitments to continual learning from other cultures. Others could achieve 
similar results from such collaborations with capable management consultants.

14.6  Limitations

Limitations on organizational learning and replicability through this research pro-
cess are an organization’s policies that undermine learning by expats and only focus 
on developing local nationals. Limitations on the sustainability of an organization’s 
CIT approach depend on the support for organizational learning through the transfer 
of these skills from consultant internally to a division of Human Resources perhaps. 
Transferability to other countries is limited by the availability of trained resources 
and corporate support.

Limitations placed on our processes were the time required for customization, 
administrative record keeping, and continual training and sustaining of capable 
associates, for maximizing communications among our associates scattered around 
the client organizations and for language barriers among clients’ participants, and 
the time to raise such competencies.

14.7  Conclusion

In addition to the summaries in Sects. 14.4.1, 14.4.2 and 14.4.3, we found that by 
engaging in intercultural analyses of CIs as they occur enables researchers and prac-
titioners to contribute to creating transformative knowledge through a process that 
can facilitate transformative changes. Questionnaire-based investigations of partici-
pant’s perceptions of CIs have revealed multiple issues and produced only partial 
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analyses. Adding a qualitative phenomenological ethnographic approach created 
greater holistic clarity and enabled transformations simultaneously. This approach 
required training in multiple skills that may be in short supply. Bicultural teams and 
organizational support are required for execution and receptive organizations 
beneath the executives must commit to the time and funding required and practice 
the corporate values.

This grounded research approach and action-oriented process combined to 
demonstrate results in (a) the facilitation of the development of knowledge based on 
cultural insights; (b) changed attitudes toward greater inclusivity based on mutual 
respect, empathy, and trust; and (c) contributed to intercultural skill development 
that has changed individual identities and organizational cultures. These results 
should encourage a broader professional and organizational commitment to these 
challenges and achieving these goals could bring more clarity and peace in a cultur-
ally chaotic world.
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Chapter 15
Error-Culture in Value-Based 
Organizations: A Christian Perspective

Elmar Nass

Abstract Credible corporate culture in value-based organizations (e.g. in the non- 
profit sector) exists when the commitment to transparent values corresponds with 
the living practice. Christian companies must be measured by Christian business 
ethics. This makes them reliable and distinguishable as an employer and as a pro-
vider (e.g. of services) in the market. The Christian image of humans presupposes 
the defectiveness of men. Lived mistake-culture is therefore an essential indicator 
for the credible shaping of rules and relationships. I hypothesize that this aspect of 
Christian corporate culture has not been adequately researched yet. But there are 
corresponding shortcomings in practice. Closing this gap is an ambitious goal and I 
want to take a step into this direction.

Therefore, I present a systematic approach to how the Christian image of man is 
a basis of values, which should determine the mistake-culture. This includes moti-
vation, communication, control in the company, as well as the qualification of exec-
utives and also educational measures. The image of people handling their own and 
the mistakes of others are intensively addressed. I want to systematically link com-
pany sociology and leadership ethics with each other, so that a Christian profile 
(from a Catholic point of view with ecumenical accents) can merge in theory and 
practice.

First, I introduce the Christian image of man as a cultural value base with its ethi-
cal implications. Following, I identify areas of application of the mistake-culture in 
the company. Finally, I propose some principles of Christian mistake-culture as a 
normative compass for organizations.
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Christian Business ethics · Image of man · Leadership ethics · Defectiveness 
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15.1  Introduction

“Learning from your mistakes”. “We all make mistakes”! “To err is human”. “Great 
things never come easily”. These and other life wisdoms are like soothing balm after 
mistakes have been made. This also applies in everyday working life. There is not 
always such comfort or encouragement under the pressure of time, money, vanity 
and competition. Occasionally there may also be a need for warnings or sanctions. 
Mistakes also have a dark side, as in health care: for example, in the American study 
“To err is human” (see Vanderheiden and Mayer Introduction and Brommundt), 
conducted by the Institute of Medicine in 2000, it was found that 44,000 to 98,000 
deaths in US clinics would have been preventable (cf. Bechtel 2012). So how to deal 
with mistakes? Is the learning effect the main focus? And what role may play pun-
ishment or forgiveness?

It is an essential part of the respective corporate culture in organizations how 
those affected by mistakes (e.g. those who caused the damage, those who are suffer-
ing the effects in the company, superiors, team, etc.) are dealing with or should be 
dealing with mistakes. It is about the normative evaluation of human mistakes and 
especially about the evaluation and design of the associated contexts of human 
interaction between the people who make mistakes and those who are affected by 
them (through direct or indirect physical, health, material, temporal or psychologi-
cal consequences or conditioned by roles – e.g. a manager in relation to his employ-
ees – within the hierarchy of the organization or the like). Mistakes-culture (ideally 
and in lived practice) is thus the object of systematic reflection through corporate 
ethics. The practice should be aiming towards the ideal, which may be publicized in 
mission statements or guidelines, and should coincide with it as far as possible.

We find some recent ideas of Christian business ethics (cf., e.g. Melé and Cantón 
2014; Keppeler 2014; Rohrhirsch 2013). But the idea of a coherent system of 
Christian business ethics is still pioneering work (cf. Nass and Kreuer 2018). An 
application of such theory to a corresponding culture of mistake is not yet known to 
me (cf. Hahn 2009). It cannot be resorted to a generally accepted model here. First 
and foremost, it is not easy to recapitulate a Christian culture of mistakes for com-
panies. Rather, this requires a creative reflection.

With this goal I do not continue to differentiate between ideal and lived mistakes- 
culture, I formulate principles into an ideal for credibly established practice instead.1 
In this way I want to propose a normative guideline from a Christian perspective 
(after a Catholic point of view). Dealing with mistakes in this way has something to 
do with responsibility, justice, and possibly forgiveness. A concept of “mistakes - 
forgiveness  - new beginnings” is so obvious to us that we hardly think about its 
Christian origin (cf. Hahn 2009). This underexposed reflection should be made 
here. The explicitly Christian perspective on this subject is also being demanded by 

1 For a principle-based comparison of ideal and practice, cf. Jaensch et al. (2015) with a view to a 
diaconal corporate culture. Empirical surveys are required as next steps into practice, which could 
apply these principles.
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representatives of secular philosophy. For example, Charles Taylor recognizes that 
the Christian faith can offer a much better argumentative foundation for forgiveness, 
love, and justice than secular theories do. This has two consequences: (1) Christians 
should express such justifications, and (2) secular people can learn something about 
their self-understanding and how they interact with each other (cf. Taylor 2007; 
Kühnlein 2018; Wenzel 2013).

The guideline proposed in this chapter is not simply a Decalogue compiled in 
laborious diligence from guidelines of Christian organizations, for example, in the 
health and social services. As far as the mistakes-culture is concerned, there is too 
little to be found in such sources (cf. Hahn 2009). I develop such reflected theses as 
thought-provoking impulses on the basis of the Christian image of man, for mission 
statements and even more for lived practice. I will explain the concept of mistake 
first and will identify organizations or contexts for which a Christian mistakes- 
culture is an ideal or a challenge second. I will outline the ethical standards at last 
and finally present some examples of application in the field of tension between 
ideal and practice.

15.2  Focus on Mistakes

I define first, which working life situations will be considered as mistakes and which 
not.2 Undoubtedly, I am reducing complexity, to help focus on the essential issues.

Mistakes in working life can be of very different character. I propose to differen-
tiate exemplary four types:

 1. Objective and technical mistakes: A hospital nurse confuses the medication of a 
patient.

 2. Mistakes of estimation: The supervisory board has appointed a new manager 
which, although he presents himself splendidly, was already known to other 
companies as an opportunistic “grasshopper”. Soon after his appointment, he 
turns out to show his real character again with corresponding negative effects for 
the company.

 3. Strategic mistake: An employee of the research institute, which depends on 
money, sharply criticizes the representative of the potential sponsor at a meeting 
for his late arrival.

 4. Moral mistake: A group leader learns about the death in the closest family of an 
employee, who is visibly affected by it. The supervisor chooses to ignore this 
information, shows no empathy and urges to keep working concentrated instead 
(see Ryan in this book).

2 Differences are made between mistakes (as wrong behaviour), errors (e.g. in a scientific or math-
ematical sense) and failure (consequence of mistakes and mistakes). In this article mistakes are the 
core of reflection.
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The first case is clearly identifiable as a mistake. The second to fourth examples 
enable diverse interpretations which could come to different conclusions. The 
examples are merely intended to illustrate the different “quality” of mistakes, irre-
spective of the concrete evaluation. I will simply assume that all four examples can 
be classified as mistakes. But what connects and what separates technical, estima-
tive, strategic and moral mistakes?

Definition 1
Mistakes have in common that an alternative behaviour would be preferable 
in each case and those responsible could have known or done it better.

I can identify mistakes clearly under such circumstances. It becomes more dif-
ficult, if one of these conditions is not fulfilled, like in the following varied situations:

• A patient absolutely and immediately needs a certain medical compound, which 
is not available. A substitute substance is taken which does not achieve the full 
effect. This is objectively considered a mistake, but could not be avoided in the 
concrete situation, as there was no better alternative.

• If the applicant for the management board position was a blank piece of paper, if 
he presented himself well, if everything was perfectly examined and if the super-
visory board also wanted to offer a chance to younger managers, the nature of the 
new manager, which later turns out to be negative, could not have been predicted. 
This situation remains objectively and retrospectively a mistake that could not be 
foreseen. With the preconditions the members of the supervisory board could not 
have known better.

I will not discuss such and even more complex constellations, because they chal-
lenge us to identify certain situations as mistakes at all. This debate is not part of my 
comprehensive treatise. I do not wish to continue that reflection any longer, although 
this might be part of a paper with a different focus. My question therefore should be 
how should it responsibly be dealt with clearly identified mistakes in working live 
(see examples 1–4 on the basis of Definition 1). With this simplification, I can now 
narrow down my definition of mistakes and focus on small, but important, differ-
ences (cf. Unger 2009).

Additionally, I can also take into account what certain types of mistakes have or 
have not in common. A separating factor in my examples is that it must be applied 
in each case in order to identify the preferred situation. As mentioned in the situa-
tions above, this is (1) compliance with the patient’s prescribed medication, (2) 
careful interpretation of existing facts, (3) careful consideration of the benefits and 
harms of an action and (4) orientation towards a moral idea of the good. From this 
follows my expanded definition:
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Definition 2
The mistakes I am looking at here are clearly violations of objective and pru-
dent reasonableness, wisdom and morality, to which there are preferable alter-
natives that could and should have been chosen by those responsible.3
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15.3  Focus on Value-Based Organizations

Errors and mistakes happen wherever people interact and take responsibility. I will 
focus particularly on organizations for which a credible Christian corporate culture 
and thus also a mistakes-culture can, should or must be relevant (see also Ryan and 
Hallay-Witte and Janssen in this book). I think of expressly Christian organizations 
and agencies first, such as churches (including pastoral care, administration, 
 diplomacy), Diaconia, Caritas and other Christian charities; foundations and asso-
ciations (such as Christian Scouts, Kolping, etc.); and political associations or their 
substructures with a Christian claim (Christians in the Socialist Party, etc.). This 
also applies to all other companies, sponsors and organizations that profess a 
Christian culture in their mission statement, vision and mission. This can also be 
for-profit companies led by Christian leaders, with or without a public confession. 
Furthermore, Christianity always has the claim to have an inviting effect on society 
(cf. Taylor 2007): as light of the world, as a leaven and in this sense missionary. This 
mission is not to be understood aggressively (cf. Zerth et al. 2015). Rather, the cred-
ible idea and practice of a Christian way of living together (and to this belongs also 
the handling of mistakes), wanting to set an example from which non-Christian 
organizations and non-Christians can get orientation. In this sense the profiling of a 
Christian mistakes-culture is not only part of an internal morality, but also an exam-
ple of good human cooperation beyond this context. Other organizations without 
Christian reference can get an orientation or a challenge but with comparable images 
of man and value priorities. The principles must also be communicable in not 
expressly Christian contexts, without abandoning my own level of justification (ref-
erence to Jesus Christ and the Holy Scripture).

I propose principles of Christian mistake culture, which want to be understood as 
normative mirrors for various Christian organizational contexts and also as a win-
ning invitation to other value-based cultures (cf. Nass and Kreuer 2018).

3 Further differentiations could be well justified here. Taking the focus of this contribution into 
account, I will limit myself to a simplification, which is undoubtedly only exemplary.
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15.4  Focus on Moral Mistakes

After the mistake definition and the defined field of application, I now will present 
relevant aspects of the Christian conception of mankind, the guideline. It will help 
us to identify from this point of view the mistakes-culture in organizations. I take 
moral mistakes as our starting point, since those also impair the relationship of man 
with God in theology and are especially important. One can distinguish between 
two kinds of moral mistakes. The first kind is based on a free, conscious decision 
and is therefore a culpable breach. The second type of moral mistakes base on not 
intended actions (cf. Büschges et al. 1998, pp. 89–92). These consequences (as fail-
ure) happen by chance or are based on negligence. The second type of mistake is 
only morally relevant if they are intrinsically evil (e.g. a so-called intrinsece malum) 
(cf. Demmer 1987). For example, a child runs accidently in front of a truck and dies 
as a consequence; the killing per se remains a bad act. However, the attentive truck 
driver could not be morally certified to have made a mistake. Such differentiations 
in turn have a very high potential for complexity. I therefore concentrate in this 
article on situations which can intuitively be regarded as moral mistakes from a 
Christian point of view. Taking this for granted, I can draw conclusions for dealing 
with different types of mistakes.4

15.5  Human Dignity and Limits as a Point of View

On the one hand, human beings are created as God’s images as written in the bibli-
cal story of creation (Old Testament). Thus, humans have a prominent position 
within creation, which justifies the unique quality of the inviolable dignity of every 
person. Although human individuals are not equally talented, they are nevertheless 
equally worthy. The dignity of men should not be measured in terms of qualities 
such as health, intelligence or age, nor should the dignity of a human being be attrib-
uted or denied by political parties, the economy or powerful people. The same dig-
nity is rather a non-negotiable characteristic, which can’t be lost through technical 
or moral mistakes.

On the other hand, humans are different from God, because they are defective 
and, also seducible to guilt or sin. This is described paradigmatically in the biblical 
story of Adam and Eve in paradise, through rich images. It phrases clearly, that 
humans are, in spite of their creation as image of God, different. The degree of this 
separation is judged differently in the Christian denominations. According to 

4 Even factual, technical and other mistakes should not be assessed just in terms of the act. The 
consequences are as important as the actual mistake. Examples are as follows: a patient suffers 
serious damage as a result of a confused medication, and a company has to pay high fines due to 
incorrect accounting.
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Catholic understanding, there remains a remnant of good-being in mankind even 
after being expelled from paradise. God gives us the ability to distinguish between 
good and evil. He also provides humans with garments of skins (Gen 3:21f.). As a 
conclusion people also have an active part in their salvation from God.5 According 
to Luther’s interpretation, the relationship between humans and God is initially fun-
damentally shattered. Only through God’s grace humans escape their ruin. The 
redemptive work of Jesus as a second Adam and the theological doctrine of original 
sin and grace play an essential role for this distinction. I do not want to deepen that 
thought further. It is important to note that the consequence of God’s appearance 
through Jesus Christ is that every human being is called to discipleship with all their 
faults and sinfulness. The biographies of the apostles and the first great confessors 
(such as Saulus becoming Paulus) prove that even faulty human beings are called to 
discipleship. The nomination can be by God’s grace or with the participation of the 
persons own moral achievements. With the central decision to follow Christ, people 
do not lose their attribute of sinfulness. Let us remember St. Peter, who denies Jesus 
three times during the night of Good Friday. Yet St. Peter is the rock on which the 
foundation of the church was built. So even the closest disciples of Jesus have made 
mistakes. This is due to the fact that I am never and I will never be the same as God. 
Such an essential existential of being human explains the special bond between 
humans and Jesus. He is God and human. And in this very complex symbiosis, he is 
a human being in everything except that he doesn’t sin. The apostle Paul emphasizes 
this in the Epistle to the Romans a lasting human trait:

For the good which I have a mind to do, I do not: but the evil which I have no mind to do, 
that I do. But if I do what I have no mind to do, it is no longer I who do it, but the sin living 
in me. So, I see a law that, though I have a mind to do good, evil is present in me. In my 
heart I take pleasure in the law of God, But I see another law in my body, working against 
the law of my mind, and making me the servant of the law of sin which is in my flesh. (Rom 
7:19-23)6

So, the sinfulness of mankind remains our dominant characteristic, and seduction is 
also a possible trait even for saints and apostles. If this dark side of moral mistake is 
intrinsically attached to us from a Christian point of view, then how much more 
likely is the seduction to err, to produce factual mistakes or even mistakes of estima-
tion. To err is therefore deeply human. No one can free themselves. On the other 
hand, no one loses dignity through it.

5 Cf. Chap. 8 in this article.
6 Cf. to a Catholic interpretation Anzenbacher (2001), 167, to a Protestant interpretation Frey et al. 
(1997), 78. Even in the Calvinist or Puritan doctrine of predestination, the occurrence of miscon-
duct is not proof that God has deprived man of their grace. This refers to the predestined, as to all 
sinners. Cf. Weber (2000), 333.
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15.6  Focus on Responsibility

From a Christian point of view, people bear a responsibility that is threefold: It fol-
lows the threefold commandment of love (Lk 10:27), given by Jesus. As a moral 
existence, in accordance with the biblical commandment of love, humans also carry 
this responsibility (cf. Nass and Kreuer 2018):

• Towards God: It is expressed by understanding life in the light of the Creator 
God, by being thankful for his gift and by developing freedom as a moral being 
in this light.

• Towards oneself: It is expressed by the self-awareness to be a creation in the 
image of God with an unconditional dignity and at the same time by recognizing 
the undivided dignity of the weak.

• Towards fellow humans: It is expressed by acts of concrete charity on the one 
hand and by the service for community life out of an affective spirit of social love 
on the other hand.

It is a moral mistake, if we do not take this threefold responsibility seriously. 
This does not mean that we lose our dignity. Nevertheless, a conscious, culpable or 
even negligent violation of it does not remain without consequences for our rela-
tionship with God. Taking this responsibility, which also derives from our talents, 
is – from a Catholic point of view – our active contribution to living accordingly to 
God’s salvific mission.

Example: Threefold Responsible Behaviour in Theory and Practice
It is for example the doctor’s responsibility not go to the operating theatre 
overtired, after working several shifts. At the same time, he has the responsi-
bility to take care for himself and his body, because it is a gift from God. He 
also has a responsibility towards God, which always mirrors in self-love and 
charity. Not letting his personal relationship with God die despite work is an 
important aspect. Man has to take responsibility for his actions before God in 
the end. If we do not take responsibility in an appropriate way, we do some-
thing bad. This will distance us from other people and ourselves and also from 
God. Such self-caused remoteness from God, however, does not mean a loss 
of dignity, because we always remain God’s image. Through God’s grace we 
are always capable and get his reconciliation. Accordingly, even godless man 
has full dignity but at the same time the moral duty to change something in his 
life so that he can overcome the distance. This possibility exists until the 
moment of death. This means that potential for the good remains the whole 
life. This empowerment is also part of dignity and goodness, even as a godless 
man. In a Christian way of living, it is a matter of course to support one 
another to take one’s responsibility and to follow God. Especially Christian 
leaders need to keep this in mind.
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If we do not develop and use our potentials to build a good relationship 
between other humans and within the church community, then it is a violation 
of God’s mandate. There is a duty to responsibility. In accordance with the 
principle of “Ultra posse nemo tenetur” (cf. Schockenhoff 2007, 375)7, how-
ever, it must be ensured that the taken responsibility does not exceed one’s 
own talents. Repetitive overstrain and overestimation of one’s own self or of 
others are violations of the responsibility between one’s relationship with 
himself, others or God. If this principle is adhered to, taking responsibility 
means on the one hand to have the freedom to express oneself and on the other 
hand to make mistakes. Whoever won’t use his talents may not make any 
mistakes, but also squanders his God-given talents. This is reprehensible from 
a Christian point of view (Mt: 25,14–30).

Christian life is a risk. Mistakes can therefore also be proof of one’s cour-
age. And this deserves recognition. A better life before God is therefore led by 
one who takes responsibility and makes mistakes. One who assumes no 
responsibility and makes no mistakes should rethink his attitude. A conscien-
tious doctor is, e.g. called to an operation on short notice and makes a factual 
mistake without intention. He cannot be put in a moral position, which is 
worse than the doctor’s who would have been on duty but preferred to have a 
nice afternoon with a cup of coffee.
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Every human talent means – from a Christian point of view – great (and also 
moral) responsibility towards God, ourselves and others. Because other lives and 
fates may depend on one’s actions. The answer to mistakes must be justice and 
mercy in equal measure.

15.7  Focus on Justice and Mercy

Legal or other sanctions in the sense of justice can produce a learning effect in 
humans as well as gifted and unexpected mercy and forgiveness. For example, 
Thomas Aquinas identified transactional justice (in Latin, iustitia commutativa) 
with recourse to Aristotle as a fundamental value. According to this a mistake must 
have an adequate penalty as a consequence. Taking this into consideration there 
must be rules (such as laws) to prevent arbitrariness. They are considered fair from 
a Christian point of view when they correspond to salvific purpose of humans. 

7 The principle can be translated as follows: Nobody should be obliged to do something that he 
cannot afford with good reason.
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Salvation of man through God means in the moment of the last judgment the salva-
tion of man, despite his mistakes.8 In earthly existence, the free-deciding and thus 
responsible person should also be empowered by rules to hear the call of God and 
to say yes to God. There is no safe guarantee for this salvation in the end. It matters 
how people live here. God takes our freedom and responsibility seriously. Therefore, 
from the Christian point of view, the final judgment of God will be closely related 
to man’s earthly life. How exactly this judgment looks like remains speculative and 
can only be approximated in ecclesiastical life. God Himself is the judge with infi-
nite freedom that transcends all human and theological thinking and speculation.9 
God’s judgment must and cannot be anticipated on earth. Righteous retaliation or 
punishment are not simply determined by this. However, they must not go beyond 
the commandment of the iustitia commutativa (for instance, in the sense of a retali-
ation or an example set as a deterrent) and must always consider mercy towards the 
person concerned (cf. Kasper, 2012, 187; Benedict XVI., 2005). Punishment as a 
response to mistakes is therefore justifiable in Christian terms but must be moderate. 
God does not deprive his love, even if you make mistakes.10

Moral mistakes (such as intrigue, aggression, ambush, false testimony, broken 
promises, etc.) not only damage the relationship with God but also destroy one’s 
relationship with others and with oneself. Such self-inflicted bondages cannot be 
overcome alone (cf. Schockenhoff 2007, 365 f.), either the non-sacramental tradi-
tion of Luther or the sacramental tradition (Catholic and Orthodox) know about 
reconciliation. I propose this reconciliation logic for moral mistakes as a systematic 
orientation for a Christian mistakes-culture and refer especially on the Catholic tra-
dition, which is my focus. I will now sketch it out to relate it to other types of mis-
takes beyond the narrow theologic context of morality and sacraments. Catholic 
penance consists of four steps:11

8 “Salvation” in the NT is the epitome of consummation of all human desire for truth and life, 
freedom and love in God, the creator and finisher of his creature. The eternal salvific will of God 
gains historical form in his acts of salvation, salvation and liberation. Salvation is therefore not a 
state of human condition different from God. Rather, salvation in the universal sense is God 
Himself insofar as He is present in the creaturely self-fulfillment of man as the author and goal of 
life (cf. Müller 2010, 373). Such deeds mean, for example, forgiveness, mercy, eternal life after 
death and so on.
9 Whether hell is empty or not, as it is exactly with the grace of God and the reward for a good life, 
these are not only dogmatic issues controversial in ecumenical-theological dialogue, which are not 
discussed further. Cf. for a deepening from a Catholic point of view Müller (2010), pp. 553–568.
10 Jesus expressly fights serious offences against the Holy Spirit, because they are especially seri-
ous. However, the evaluation of the demonic leads us off topic. Cf. for this topic, e.g. Nass (2015).
11 Cf. Müller (2010): 714 with reference to the Council of Florence in 1439 A.D. My basis is there-
fore a Catholic perspective. Beyond the catholic sacramentality of penance a comparable logic can 
also be found in the Protestant tradition by applying the justification idea of the “sola gratia”. Cf. 
Bonhoeffer (2010): pp. 134–136.
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 1. Repentance: It describes a guilty person’s honest feeling of pain about the moral 
mistake. It also implies the serious intention to do better in the future. 12

 2. Oral confession: The offender stands up openly for the mistake.
 3. Forgiveness: In the Sacrament it is the priest who (on behalf of the Church) 

explicitly pronounces absolution.
 4. Penitential work: The penitent is given a penitential task to be performed. In the 

sense of barter justice, it must not be unreasonably. In the sense of mercy, it may 
also have a measure which lies below “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth”.

These four steps can be detached from the ecclesiastical sacrament in the Catholic 
tradition. They can also be besides purely moral context – a template for Christian 
mistakes-culture in organizations.13 We can derive the following characteristic:

Forgiveness
Honest repentance, standing up for one’s own mistakes, a punishment not 
exceeding the measure of exchange justice as a reaction, an exculpation by 
superiors or affected persons directed towards the culprit and an associated 
ticking off of the respective mistake without further postcards14 are character-
istics for forgiveness within the frame of a Christian mistakes-culture.

This logic does not work, if there is no honest repentance or if one’s own mistake 
is attributed to others.15 In such cases the perpetrator does not lose his dignity, but 
through a Catholic perspective, he remains reconciled with himself, with God and 
with those affected by the mistake. For example, Cain is ejected from the commu-
nity after he murdered his innocent brother Abel. To his snappish question “Am I my 
brother’s keeper?” (Gen 4:9), he is prophesied restlessness (Gen 4:12) (cf. 
Schockenhoff 2007: 370 f.). Christians nevertheless believe that God can respond to 
such lack of understanding with mercy and reconciliation. As a principle for a 
Christian mistakes-culture, the love that transcends peoples’ capacity is not helpful, 
because people are neither equal to God nor angels.16

12 On feelings of guilt, conscience and the inner judgment of man cf. Schockenhoff (2007), 
pp. 365–372.
13 Trying to transfer such an ecclesiastical idea of confession as a model for a culture of mistakes 
in organizations is undoubtedly a pioneering work.
14 This sustained forgiveness is based on a spirit of mercy that accompanies the commandment of 
justice. Cf. Kasper (2012), pp. 161–163.
15 Cf., for example, the descriptions of the Protestant pastor Matthias Storck (2017). His biological 
father, who was also a pastor, betrayed him to the so called “Staatssicherheit” (Stasi). Storck could 
not forgive his father as long as he did not admit his guilt.
16 I have already mentioned this above during the introduction of the Christian image of man in 
reference to the Epistle to the Romans.
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Thomas Aquinas, for example, admitted that all the earth’s goods belong to all 
human beings, because they are a gift from God. People are not completely selfless 
and also have an egoistic streak. As a result, rules are needed that curb that negative 
side of humans to avoid greater harm. Thomas justifies from his Christian perspec-
tive private ownership as a secondary but necessary natural right. It is a secondary 
right because it is derived (cf. STh II-II, 66,2 f., Höffner 2011, 212–217, Nass 2013). 
It is also the same with stubborn people. They may experience mercy from God’s 
judgment. On earth, however, people who interact with narrow individuals must be 
protected from those ignorance’s consequences. They also must be guarded from 
further mistakes and their consequences as well as from contagious moral decom-
position. Luther justifies secular rules with his two-regimental doctrine (cf. Frey 
1998). According to him, God’s law of love does not yet prevail in this world, 
because the kingdom of God battles with the empire of evil. Our world is in between 
this battle. Therefore, we need rules, laws, sanctions and punishments which are not 
always identical with God’s mercy. The result is nearly the same as Thomas’.

15.8  Principles of Christian Mistakes-Culture

I will now systematically record (not only from a Catholic view) on the basis of my 
remarks on dignity, responsibility, justice and mercy some principles of Christian 
mistakes-culture. These principles affect those involved in the mistakes or those 
affected by it with varying intensity.

Untouched dignity: We encounter people who made a mistake as someone 
with full dignity. The value of the individual won’t be reduced through a 
mistake.

Modesty:We are aware of the fact that we also happen to make mistakes.

Responsibility for each other: We help each other to learn from mistakes. This 
affects one of the essential responsibilities of man (towards God, themselves 
and others) in order to reduce or overcome the caused distance from God.

Praise of mistake: Christian life requires taking appropriate responsibility. 
This increases the risk of mistake. Mistakes can therefore also be an expres-
sion of a conscientious Christian life and even deserve positive recognition in 
this view.
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Mercy and forgiveness: Mercy and forgiveness of the superior or of those 
affected by mistakes presupposes honest repentance, admission and active 
proof of good will on the part of the causer and should bring about honest 
forgiveness of the mistakes made and their consequences on the part of those 
affected by the mistake.

Justice: When there is no insight or where future (moral, physical, health, 
material, temporal or mental) damages to third parties must be prevented, 
sanctions and punishments are also permitted or required, but must not exceed 
the degree of barter justice. This does not damage the dignity of the punished 
person. 17
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The principles presented here are no more and no less than a guide to Christian 
mistake-culture. On the one hand, they want to be a concrete orientation for Christian 
leaders or for leaders in Christian organizations. This is the virtuous side. On the 
other hand, they also want to be an orientation for corresponding rules in the com-
pany, which, for example, set patterns in corporate models (e.g. mission statements) 
or operationalizations for the appropriate handling of mistakes in the organization. 
This is the institutional ethical side.

15.9  Conclusion

It can now be stated: The secular invitation of C. Taylor and the lack of a present 
system of Christian mistake-culture in organizations are essential motivating chal-
lenges for this article. They invite us to close the research gap in the framework of 
ethics and to explicitly argue Christianly. This project will be tackled with this arti-
cle in a first step.

To this end, the following have been done: (1) Who speaks of mistake-culture 
must first define transparently what is meant by mistakes. This was done here with 
the two definitions at the beginning. (2) It is also necessary to identify the context 
for which such a culture should be investigated. For this purpose, especially 
Christian and Christian-led organizations were identified. But there is also the claim 
that this culture can be applied beyond such limits. (3) When speaking of a Christian 
culture of mistakes, its essential principles must be presented and substantiated. 
This was done mainly on the basis of the Bible and on the basis of theological think-
ers (Thomas Aquinas, Benedict XVI, Christopher Frey, Joseph Höffner, Gerhard 
Ludwig Müller, Walter Kasper, etc.). The Christian image of man with its good 

17 Thanks to Johanna Karl for linguistic support.
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foundation of dignity despite human imperfection and the threefold humane respon-
sibility establish an interplay of justice and forgiveness. This can be found in the 
ecclesial understanding of penance and reconciliation as a ritual or sacramental 
institution. Their essence is the model for the principles presented here. They want 
to be a virtuous and institutional ethical orientation for organizations. These prin-
ciples of a Christian culture of mistakes are thus proposed as a credible orientation 
for a Christian corporate culture.

As the following steps in the research on a Christian mistake culture, I see the 
following: (1) Critical verification of the completeness of the proposed principles, 
(2) confrontation of the principles with case studies from practice, (3) institution 
ethical application of the principles and their empirical evaluation and (4) discus-
sion of such principles and their implementation with alternative concepts and 
mutual enrichment in dialogue in terms of stringency in argumentation and 
practicality.
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Chapter 16
Institutional Moral Failure: Emotional 
Intelligence and Practical Reason Serving 
Justice

Thomas Ryan

Abstract The Catholic Church in Australia emerged as an instance of gross moral 
failure in the final findings of a Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to 
Child Sexual Abuse of December 2017. The profound damage to thousands of inno-
cent victims has rightly demanded steps to understand and address the causes of this 
shocking tragedy at the personal, organisational, leadership and cultural levels of 
the Church. There is an associated imperative of re-evaluating the Church’s life, 
self-understanding and culture, particularly in relation to leaders and religious min-
isters. This specific case study in moral failure can be approached through the inter-
play of psychology and moral science. Emotional intelligence and practical reason 
converge with a common concern for the appreciation of, and response, to values 
and persons. This can be done, first, by examining culture (here, ecclesial) and how 
it underpins and shapes attitudes, values, practices and structures. Second, we con-
sider the extent to which moral failure (with error and mistakes) can be seen as 
cultural constructs and how these three elements can be embodied in social and 
structural evil. Finally, there is learning from moral failure (with mistakes and 
errors) in terms of their potential for growth. Such a task can be approached as a 
four-pronged exercise in emotional intelligence and practical reason serving justice: 
from human sciences about the valence of shame; from history and the wider com-
munity; from victims; and from within the Christian story. Such an approach offers 
grounds for hope in the task of cultural change.
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16.1  Introduction

It is virtually impossible to be unaware of events internationally over the past two 
decades about sexual abuse in the Catholic Church. The many thousands of perpe-
trators have been principally clergy and religious. This has been compounded by the 
reprehensible failures of Church leaders to respond appropriately, even to the point 
of widespread denial and ‘cover-ups’.

The Catholic Church in Australia emerged as an instance of gross moral failure 
in the Final Report of the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Sexual 
Abuse of December 2017 (henceforth, Final Report). The profound damage to thou-
sands of innocent victims has rightly demanded steps to understand and address the 
causes of this shocking tragedy at the personal, organisational, leadership and cul-
tural levels of the Church. There is an associated imperative of re-evaluating the 
Church’s life, self-understanding and culture, particularly in relation to leaders and 
religious ministers.1

The above Abstract can serve as a suitable introduction since it distils the key 
elements and basic structure of this chapter.

16.2  Culture

The moral failure concerning sexual abuse and responses to it by the Catholic 
Church in Australia was, clearly, ‘institutional’. Consequently, strategies to address 
the past and plan for the future must be institutional in nature. A central issue raised 
by the Royal Commission was the Church’s ‘culture’ that helped to foster, deny and 
‘cover-up’ the evil with its widespread and profound damage to the innocent. In that 
sense, the culture contributed to the abuse; hence, a working definition of culture is 
a helpful guide.

Browning defines culture as ‘a set of symbols, stories (myths), and norms for 
conduct that orient a society or group cognitively, affectively, and behaviorally to 
the world in which it lives’ (Browning 1976, 73). It is captured succinctly by Gerald 
Arbuckle (2019) – the ‘felt meanings’ by which we direct our lives, in society or as 
a faith community. ‘Meanings’ is used here not just in an intellectual sense. It also 
connotes a deep emotional attachment. Arbuckle emphasises that:

through a culture people feel an affective sense of belonging, but also depending on the 
context other emotions, for example, shame, anger. (Arbuckle 2019, 13)

As we shall see, such emotional responses can occur with sexual abuse, in itself 
and, most especially, when it is ignored or victims are not taken seriously.

1 ‘Church’ in this discussion refers to the Roman Catholic Church, unless otherwise indicated.
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Like the air we breathe, we take our culture for granted, whether it be our every-
day ‘secular’ lives or within a religious group, such as a Church. Only when the ‘air’ 
supply is cut off (e.g. the traveller’s homesickness) or is toxic in some way does 
culture get our attention. Disruptive events, for instance, can force us to reflect on 
the beliefs and values we take for granted (e.g. ecclesial). Importantly, such inci-
dents can impel us to address why and how ‘professed’ beliefs and values are in 
conflict with the real or operational ‘belief and value’ system implicit in individual 
and group behaviour. This is particularly true when resultant actions (or failure to 
act) damage rather than promote personal and communal well-being and belonging.

The Final Report guides us here. It points to the ‘disturbingly similar’ pattern of 
response by Catholic Church authorities to complaints of sexual abuse. The com-
mon concern was to avoid public scandal and to maintain the Church’s reputation. 
‘Loyalty’ to priests and religious overrode serious attention being given to allega-
tions (Final Report, Executive Summary, 61). The Royal Commission focussed on 
three closely interrelated factors: theology, governance and culture. Its report cap-
tured the linkage between the sacred, power and abuse. Ministers, in the Catholic 
tradition, work in a context of sacred power (authority) that expresses itself in the 
sacramental, liturgical and leadership aspects of the Church’s life. The concern is 
not to reject such power but to learn how it can be exercised in a more responsible 
(and life-giving) manner (Ormerod 2012, 222).

The Final Report pointed out that, theologically, the Church’s self-understanding 
was hierarchical, centred on bishops and priests, autonomous and self-sufficient, 
with its own system of law. Underlying these was an ‘idealisation’ of the priesthood 
and the Catholic Church. Such qualities capture the ‘tightly interconnected’ ele-
ments that can be described as ‘clericalism’ (68).

Such a theology had systemic repercussions. It meant that matters such as sexual 
abuse by its members were dealt with internally and in secret. The ‘sacredness’ of 
the priest and religious person led to ‘exaggerated levels of unregulated power and 
trust which perpetrators of child sexual abuse were able to exploit’ (68). The hierar-
chical nature of Church organisational structure and governance meant that the 
power of individual bishops was not subject to ‘adequate checks and balances’, with 
insufficient accountability and lack of required transparency (68). The need was 
highlighted for more accountable and transparent Church governance and, drawing 
on modern forms in the secular world, for greater participation (lay people) and 
consultation (Final Report, 69).

The Final Report gave a clear picture (supported by compelling evidence) of 
grave systemic dysfunction in the Catholic Church. The report, rightly, raised seri-
ous questions about the Church’s ‘operational’ culture that led to such widespread 
damage to innocent children. In other words, how can this form of ‘cultural’ defor-
mity be viewed in terms of moral failure, structural sin and evil?

16 Institutional Moral Failure: Emotional Intelligence and Practical Reason Serving…
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16.3  Moral Failure as Construct

Mistakes, errors or failures are part of life. They can result in shame or embarrass-
ment but can also be occasions for learning. Their incidence across cultures will be 
shaped by the form of cultural arrangements at work, such as predominantly col-
lectivist or individualist. In the former where shame/honour is the dominant frame-
work, modes of address or bodily posture (e.g. the bow in Japan) are foundational 
in daily and formal relationships. Failures in these areas can have bearing on per-
sonal interactions and, for instance, business negotiations in a manner that may not 
be such a pressing issue in a more individualist-based culture. More broadly, in 
organisations, such as the Church, certain types of mistakes, errors and failure can 
have serious consequences for individuals and for the community itself. But they 
can also trigger new learnings and improvements and, if needed, a shift in the 
culture.

This brings us to ‘moral failure’. What the term means here is not a lapse in 
decorum or social practice. One sense of the term ‘moral failure’ is as the equivalent 
of ‘deliberate wrongdoing’. The working assumption of our discussion is that there 
are certain forms of behaviour that are viewed, across cultures, as gravely damaging 
to individuals or the group, such as treason, murder, slavery and rape. These capture 
key moral boundaries that guide human life. Such come under the umbrella of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights to which every adult and child without 
exception is entitled. Relevant here are the rights of a child to ‘develop in a healthy 
and normal manner’ and to be ‘protected against neglect, cruelty and exploitation’ 
(Declaration of the Rights of the Child 1959, preamble and principles, 1, 2 and 9). 
This is our context and brings us to the next consideration.

In this discussion, ‘moral failure’ has a specific focus. It can refer to deliberate 
sexual abuse or exploitation of a child (wrongdoing). In that sense, it concerns per-
petrators, criminal proceedings and the processes of law. The concern for us is the 
second sense of ‘moral failure’, namely, neglect in addressing instances of such 
harmful, often criminal, activity by denial or cover-up (‘culpable error’). This may 
well be a matter of legal process. For our purposes (as also of the Royal Commission), 
there still remains the question of moral fault and associated responsibility – con-
cerning both past events and preventative measures in the future.

16.4  Social Sin and Structural Evil

This raises the issue of social sin and structural evil. These are examples of moral 
failure concerning situations or practices that can involve or promote harm both 
individually and collectively. They can, at times, be grounded in mistaken or errone-
ous beliefs made ‘in good faith’. In religious terms, the category of deliberate 
wrongdoing is described as ‘sin’ – an offence against God. But this can tend to view 
sin simply as an individual or ‘spiritual’ matter. Human sinfulness (being prone to 
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evil) is conditioned by the social and cultural world in which we live. As mentioned 
above, culture is part of the air we breathe. The Church, like our cultural and social 
world, is the ‘backdrop’ that shapes our attitudes to situations and the options avail-
able in any response that is made (Ormerod 2007, 50). If a culture is deformed in 
some way (e.g. by racism), it influences individual decisions. ‘It is only through the 
attentiveness to the voice of society’s victims that we can begin to recognise the 
very evil we take for granted’ (Ormerod 2007, 52). The sexual abuse issue in rela-
tion to the Church’s culture is a striking example of this very point.

In an institution involving many persons, moral responsibility is shared, yet, in 
some ways, diffuse. A category such as ‘social sin’ tries to recognise the wrongness 
of a situation ‘without exaggerating the personal responsibility of individuals com-
plicit at various levels’ (Duffy 1993, 910). Social sin also puts the focus on social 
relations and power. When this happens, the focus shifts to the victim. Social sin 
takes embodied form in the structures, policies and practices of any group or culture 
that privileges those with power. In other words, we are talking about institution-
alised injustice (structural evil). Such is the expression of a culture whose ‘felt 
meanings’ are either totally deformed or are distorted in some areas. Those warped 
meanings and values emerge through the policies and accepted practices that influ-
ence individual actions.

This was evident in the Catholic Church in its handling of such grave matters as 
sexual abuse. As an institution, it was, for the most part, blind to the plight of vic-
tims. This pointed to a serious defect at the cognitive level in the level of apprecia-
tion of something that involved grave harm. Consequently, at the affective level, 
there was a pattern of not being ‘moved’ by the victim’s situation. There was a 
resultant lack of, or inadequate response to, the plight of the victim. What emerged 
was often a reaction of self-preservation and protection of the Church’s good name.

In view of this gross moral failure on the Church’s part, what is there to learn? 
Central is the protection of children and those most vulnerable in the future. This 
will influence the Church at the institutional level of governance (along the lines 
suggested by the Royal Commission noted above). It will also entail a gradual 
change in the Church’s culture, in the configuration of its ‘felt meanings’ – our next 
concern.

16.5  Emotional Intelligence and Practical Reason

These terms, central in our discussion, need to be clarified. Adequate for our pur-
poses is the original definition from Salovey and Mayer of emotional intelligence 
(EI) as ‘the ability to monitor one’s own and others’ feelings and emotions, to dis-
criminate among them and to use this information to guide one’s thinking and 
actions’ (Salovey and Mayer 1990, 189).2

2 In recent times, EI has morphed into other forms, e, g. cultural intelligence (CQ) and social intel-
ligence (SQ).
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Allied to such developments is an increasing awareness of the key role of emo-
tions in intrapersonal and interpersonal behaviour (with their psychological and 
moral implications). This is particularly evident across disciplines such as psychol-
ogy and moral philosophy (e.g. Narvaez 2014; Helm 2001; Stocker and Hegeman 
1996). There is an inherent correlation between EI and positive social outcomes, 
e.g. healthy social relationships, behaviours and communication, altruism, empathy 
and the ‘personal coherence essential to moral and ethical behaviour’ (Keidar and 
Yagoda 2014, 163).

In a recent review of relevant literature, concerns were raised about the ethical 
limitations of a range of ECI (‘emotional intelligence competency’) theories. The 
authors outline a range of ‘competencies’ and their components (variable in view of 
the range of theories). It suffices, given our purposes, to note that the main catego-
ries for ‘competency’ in leadership and management seem to be self-awareness, 
social awareness, self-management and social skills (Segon and Booth 2015, 791).

These authors propose the inclusion of an ethical management cluster and a 
number of competencies based on virtue ethics (Segon and Booth 2015, 789). Their 
concern is not that ECI frameworks are not successful in upholding ethical practice. 
Rather, these writers consider there is a failure to appeal directly to morality in the 
various competencies that were surveyed. Their concern is the risk that ‘managers 
and leaders [are] open to potential decision-making and actions that are unethical’ 
(Segon and Booth 2015, 792).

To address this, after weighing up the relative value of utilitarian and duty 
approaches to ethics, the writers turn to virtue ethics with its emphasis ‘on purpo-
siveness that defines human endeavour that transcends the realm of business and 
defines its place in larger society’ (Segon and Booth 2015, 797). Such an approach 
entails a focus on the conformity between right thinking and desire. Central here is 
the virtue of practical wisdom (phronesis) that is needed for deliberation and the 
good judgement that guides choices and actions such that one finds the mean 
between extremes (Segon and Booth 2015, 796).3 As noted earlier, emotional intel-
ligence is about how to use our emotions intelligently. But it also concerns how to 
find intelligence in our emotions – how are they conveyors of truth and value and 
helpful as wise guides. We consider this matter further.

Drawing on Aristotle’s approach to virtue ethics, two forms of knowledge can be 
distinguished. Theoretical or speculative knowledge (episteme) seeks understand-
ing of the truth whether concerning facts, science or discipline such as mathematics. 
For instance, we know the London is the capital of the United Kingdom or that two 
plus two equals four.

Alternatively, there is practical knowledge (or reason, phronesis) that seeks the 
wise judgement needed about how to act and ‘the behaviours to be developed 
through practice and habit’ (Segon and Booth 2015, 798). The object of this form of 
knowledge is the truth apprehended from the perspective of the ‘good’, namely, a 

3 Practical wisdom (prudence) is one of the four cardinal virtues in virtue theory, with justice, for-
titude and temperance.
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value to be pursued and embodied in action. It is an apprehension of a value that is 
an objective reality (e.g. respect human life, keeping promises) but has a personal 
significance. In other words, it is best described as ‘appreciation’.

We can see practical reason collaborating with emotional intelligence in terms of 
nurturing personal relationships. Our specific concerns are the damage done to vic-
tims from sexual abuse and the associated shame and disgrace on the part of the 
Church. How can one be discriminating about shame (and humiliation) such that we 
can use such an emotion to guide future thinking, appraisals, responses and actions? 
I suggest through the interplay of emotional intelligence and practical reason  – 
which guides later discussion.

So far, we have clarified ‘moral failure’ through recourse to ideas such as culture, 
construct, social sin, structural evil, etc. Beginning with the historical context, we 
now consider the ‘hidden potential’ of such failure as realised in forms of ‘learning’ 
for the Church that concern the past (remedial) and, importantly, the future 
(preventative).

16.6  Historical Context

For the Church, theological developments since the Second Vatican Council 
(1962–1965) opened up possibilities built on the autonomy of the secular realm 
within the divine economy. ‘Secular’ does not, in itself, connote antireligious. The 
sacred and secular are not, by definition, in opposition but complement each other 
and have points of intersection. The secular, symbolised in the city, is the public 
space for the interaction of the various philosophical and religious traditions within 
a community. The Church is called to have a dialogical relationship with the wider 
global community. As noted already, this has taken on a more urgent, if not, impera-
tive quality with the incidence of sexual abuse and its implications for the Church as 
an institution and its culture.

Further light is thrown on our discussion by Rowan Williams (2000). He sug-
gests that ‘we are systematically misled, even corrupted, by a picture of the human 
agent as divided into an outside and an inside – a “true self”, hidden, buried, to be 
excavated by one or another kind of therapy’, whether it be in philosophical or psy-
chological form, as the quest for the ‘authentic’ self (Williams 2000, 29). Rather, 
Williams argues that, from the start, personal identity comes into being through 
human communication and interaction. An unbalanced rhetoric of interiority has 
serious moral consequences because it suggests that our social or public life is of 
secondary importance.

Such an insight can be applied analogically (and aptly) to the Church and its self- 
understanding. This has particular reference to the Church as a sign and instrument 
of God’s presence in the world and its associated holiness. Rather than the Church’s 
self-understanding and holiness being primarily (if not solely) of the interior realm, 
it must also be viewed as a process. In other words, the Church as a community 
evolves in its understanding of itself, of its mission and of its moral responsibilities. 
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This can only occur in a historical setting, hence from a relational and interactive 
context both vertically (with God) and, importantly, for our purposes, horizontally, 
namely, in social and public life.

Further, it is recognised that, within the western democratic systems in the past 
two decades, there is an increasing crisis of trust, an issue addressed by Onora 
O’Neill’s Reith Lectures (O’Neill 2002). The lightning rod for this ‘crisis’ is pri-
marily around institutions, whether political, governmental or ecclesiastical but also 
in professions. The erosion of trust in these spheres is often accompanied by a 
means to replace it, namely, greater transparency. While this may be healthy in some 
areas, it may also be symptomatic of a wider problem. It is trust that is the glue that 
holds a community or social group together. Given the context of the discussion 
here, such a consideration is very relevant to the Church’s understanding of, and 
response to, the sexual abuse issues and the findings of the Royal Commission.

Having clarified the current historical context in which the Church is function-
ing, we now consider the various modes of learning ‘for the sake of justice’ prompted 
by the moral failure under consideration. Justice is another form of the four cardinal 
virtues, whereby one is disposed to give what is due to others. Determining what is 
‘due’ is set against the overarching notion of justice as right relationships amongst 
people. The Church, as a historical and human reality, grows in moral wisdom and, 
specifically, in its appreciation of justice and its scope – a process that embraces 
both past and future. On that basis, we proceed to the first sphere of the Church’s 
learning, namely, the insights from human sciences into shame.

16.6.1  Learning from Human Sciences About Shame

A task facing the Church is learning from and for healthy relationships and, in par-
ticular, through moral emotions and the associated ability to identify and appreciate 
what is salient in situations and relationships. Given the Church’s failure, such an 
approach involves a readiness to engage with disgrace and the accompanying shame.

Shame can have destructive, even toxic, forms. But this is not always the case. 
Recent studies in positive psychology and other human sciences have made advances 
in taking a more constructive approach to shame. Shame, properly engaged, can be 
transformed and transforming – psychologically and morally. Such a process brings 
not only a reconnection with one’s true self but also for one’s vulnerabilities and 
limitations and those of others. Shame named, embraced and shared leads to greater 
understanding of both oneself and others, greater empathy and compassion and a 
heightened appreciation of injustice. In other words, shame can be a positive health 
resource – personally, culturally and across cultures (Vanderheiden and Mayer 2017).

Shame is a fear of failure to observe an expected standard – of oneself or of oth-
ers. Rather than a form of conformity, it is argued that, if one participates with oth-
ers in a life of shared moral practices, then, we need the approval and support of 
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others. To be ashamed over moral failings is essential to being a morally mature 
person (Calhoun 2004, 129). In the moral failure we are discussing, the Church is 
being confronted with the question ‘have you forgotten what you stand for?’ Shame 
is a prompt to self-examination and to explore various modes of learning which 
offer specific ways in which practical reason and emotional intelligence are at the 
service of justice – our next concern.

16.6.2  Learning in the Past: Human Rights

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) is, historically, relatively recent. 
This statement is representative of the developmental trajectory across societies 
globally in the acknowledgement and articulation of human rights. The Church’s 
resistance to human rights’ movements must be understood in its historical context 
and the movements inimical to the Church, particularly in the post-Enlightenment 
period and in nineteenth-century Europe. In the changing context of the new world 
and of post-revolutionary Europe, ‘freedom’ and ‘secular’ took on less antagonistic 
meanings. For all that, the historical record clearly indicates how the Church’s 
thinking on, and attitude to, human rights in a more secular context gradually 
evolved from rejection to discernment, to dialogue and, finally, to proclamation 
(Cornish 2002).

Looking back, theologian Walter Kasper notes that explicit talk of ‘human rights’ 
is peculiar to the modern period but that the associated ideas are as old as Christianity. 
Rather than the ‘image of God’ confined to the king or ruler, it was ‘democratised’ 
to include every person ‘irrespective of race, people, sex, or culture’ (Kasper 1990, 
49 & 55). Rights can be traced back to the ‘dignity’ of the human being created in 
the image and likeness of God (Gen, 1:26) and strengthened by the covenant 
between God and humankind. On that basis, human dignity is inviolable and inalien-
able, no matter how much it may be violated by oneself or others. This (and the 
evolving Hebrew and New Testament ethos) offered a starting point for a secular 
theory of human rights. It is only in modern times that the legal and political impli-
cations of this were systematically elaborated (Hoppe 1994, 455–6).

The Declaration on Religious Freedom (1966) from the Second Vatican Council 
was emblematic of the shift in Church’s own self-understanding, particularly in its 
stance towards the modern world, shaped by the Enlightenment and post- 
revolutionary Europe. This applied, most especially, to human and political rights. 
There was a growing awareness of the Church’s need to engage with, and learn 
from, democratic institutions since there was increased appreciation of how self- 
government was a mark of social and political maturity. This brings us to the second 
sphere of learning.
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16.6.3  Learning in the Present: Victims

We recall here Ormerod’s comment earlier that ‘It is only through the attentiveness 
to the voice of society’s victims that we can begin to recognise the very evil we take 
for granted’. This is made more specific by Pope Francis (2018) in his response to 
the suffering endured by so many minors due to sexual abuse:

Crimes that inflict deep wounds of pain and powerlessness, primarily among victims, but 
also in their family members and in the larger community of believers and non-believers 
alike…the heart-wrenching pain of these victims, which cries out to heaven, was long 
ignored, kept quiet or silenced.

The Pope moves on to consider the implications (past and present) of how ‘we 
showed no “care for the little ones: we abandoned them”’. It entails coming to grips 
with the ‘extent and gravity of all that has happened’ in a ‘comprehensive and com-
munal way’. Acknowledging the truth of all that has happened is ‘not enough’. If 
omission and denial were the pattern in the past, now the task is one of ‘solidarity, 
in the deepest and most challenging sense. As the People of God, we are challenged 
‘to take on the pain of our brothers and sisters wounded in their flesh and spirit’. 
This is the groundwork for ‘forging present and future history’ (Pope Francis 2018, 
par. 4).

If victims are to lead us about suffering, with any hope of healing and recovery, 
it demands that victims are heard, taken seriously, understood and acknowledged 
with responses of regret and repentance. When criminal activity is concerned, the 
processes of justice need to be invoked. A comprehensive treatment of strategies to 
achieve these goals (and for establishing structures and procedures needed to pro-
tect the innocent and vulnerable) is found in the Final Report of the Royal 
Commission. These strategies are being diligently applied to the governance struc-
tures of the dioceses and Church organisations throughout Australia. Our concern 
here is to consider the role of restorative justice in the learning process and how it 
enhances growth in wisdom.

On this matter, there is much to be gained from drawing on legal initiatives such 
as circle-sentencing and similar trauma healing programmes used amongst 
Indigenous peoples in Australia and Maori in New Zealand. In collectivist cultures 
and close communities, to shame an offender can be more effective than retributive 
sanctions since individuals place great weight on how they are seen by family and 
friends. When brought face to face with those they have harmed, they can better 
appreciate the impact of their actions (Probyn 2005, 90–98). Such an approach 
aligns with Pope Francis’ emphasis on solidarity. Listening to victims and the need 
for retributive justice (and punishment for guilty actions) are paralleled by pro-
cesses of restorative justice. Here, justice is concerned with identifying harm and 
how to heal the harm done to relationships. Justice, here, is focussed on restoring 
right relationships.

In discussing harm and restorative justice, Eli McCarthy draws on the work of 
Harold Zehr (2002) and points to basic needs involved for three groups – the vic-
tims, offenders and community (McCarthy 2016, 71; Zehr 2002, pp. 14–18). As 
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noted above, victims need to be informed about what happened and why it hap-
pened, to be able to tell the truth of their own story and to receive ‘acknowledgment, 
empowerment or regaining a sense of control in their lives, and restitution for the 
harm done’ (McCarthy 2016, 71).

Offenders need to take accountability that addresses the harms, ‘encourages 
empathy and responsibility and transforms shame’. A further need of the offender is 
to be encouraged (a) to experience personal transformation, such as healing for the 
harms that contributed to their offending behaviour, and (b) opportunities for treat-
ment for addictions and/or other problems, and enhancement of personal competen-
cies. Again, offenders need encouragement and support for integration into the 
community.

As for the community stakeholders, ‘they need attention to their concerns as 
victims, opportunities to build a sense of community and mutual accountability, and 
encouragement to take on their obligations for their members, including victims and 
offenders, and to foster the conditions that promote healthy communities’ (McCarthy 
2016, 71–2; Zehr 2002, 12–14).

These three groups with their respective needs (victims, offenders and the com-
munity) find clear parallels with the situation facing the Church. All are to be 
embraced within the circle of restorative justice – as indicated earlier.

16.6.4  Learning from the Christian Tradition

Our learning from the Royal Commission, secular world, victims and cultural life 
will lead, hopefully, to a broader moral horizon, things we feel ‘deeply’ about and 
get angry about if they are attacked or undermined. This underlines the ‘preventa-
tive’ aspect of learning from ‘moral failure’ and its bearing on changes in attitudes 
and convictions. To ‘own’ practices and protocols that safeguard and protect inno-
cent children and vulnerable adults, we must, finally, consider what can be learnt 
from the Christian Tradition and, importantly, about God.

First, we return to the God revealed in the Hebrew story. The prophets often 
speak of God as ‘always faithful’, as one who never forgets his people. For God’s 
community, being faithful is to remember; being unfaithful is to forget – who we are 
(a needed reminder from the Royal Commission). These are the benchmarks against 
which the God of the Covenant measures fidelity. True worship, then, flowers in 
mercy and compassion. More importantly, it produces the fruits of justice, particu-
larly in how one treats those most disadvantaged – the widow, the orphan and the 
stranger. This is not just about mercy. In the Hebrew perspective, it concerns what 
should be done, the claims of those in need and what we all have a duty to give.

Second, this moral failure of the Church offers another reminder for us, once 
again, from our Jewish heritage. Holiness primarily denotes God’s transcendence 
and ‘otherness’ – someone totally beyond us. In the God of our Jewish heritage, the 
holy and the fostering of what is right and just are closely intertwined. Why? 
Because the God of Israel is personal. The benchmark of justice (whether divine or 
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human) is ‘right relationship’ – between God and creation, between humanity and 
God and between human beings in their dealings with each other. Hence, damage or 
harm to anyone, especially to the more vulnerable members of society, offends 
God’s holiness. That is why the prophets are so vehement about social justice or, 
better, social injustice.

One persistent theme in the prophets was God’s anger when the Covenant is 
distorted: when worship was disconnected from its ethical demands – measured by 
how the most disadvantaged are treated. This is a rupture between holiness and 
justice and a distortion of what fosters ‘right relationships’. These considerations 
are very relevant here. For whatever reasons, the Catholic tradition may have soft- 
pedalled such aspects of justice and of God’s anger. With recent events, such a 
consideration cannot be ignored.

This brings us back to the question of holiness and justice. As noted earlier in this 
chapter, for some time, Catholic morality has tended to be somewhat individualistic, 
namely, with a focus on ‘me and God’. Sin, then, was primarily seen as an offence 
against God. If that is fixed up by receiving the sacrament of reconciliation, then, all 
is well in the eyes of God.

These recent events involving such widespread emotional and spiritual damage 
to myriads of innocent victims highlight the serious inadequacy of such an approach. 
The Christian moral life is less about me and more about We  – recovering our 
Hebrew roots. Being moral (just) and sharing God’s holiness are personal and about 
fostering and maintaining right relationships with others (and not only with God).

Seen from that perspective, sin is not simply an offence against God as holy. As 
an evil, more often than not, it entails some form of harm, damage and even injus-
tice. At times, reparation and restoration are imperative. Again, while an action may 
not be public but private, it still has social repercussions. It can involve a more dis-
torted perception of life (and people) or dispositions to be more self-focussed. 
Institutional protocols and practices of safeguarding and protection (the ‘preventa-
tive’) are about what really matters to us. It brings to mind the old adage: each of us 
is our brother and sister’s ‘keeper’. This brings us back, finally, to the question of 
culture.

16.7  Cultural Change and Hope

Gerald Arbuckle observes that ‘profound cultural change is a messy and painful 
process. It takes some time for individuals to get their heads and hearts adjusted to 
the fact that the world has changed, and they must change also’ (Arbuckle 2019, 
14). Any shift in ‘felt’ meanings primarily involves the heart and then the head. 
Structural changes, with policies and protocols for safeguarding and the protection 
of children and vulnerable adults, need time to become embedded in the life of an 
institution such as the Church and its members.
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Hans Zollner SJ4 has pinpointed that the task ahead for the Church is about nur-
turing a culture of trust, a ‘heart change’, so that ‘things come naturally and sponta-
neously, because you feel it’ (Dioceses of Parramatta and Wollongong 2018, 18). 
This entails destroying structures of sin (or flawed structures) and replacing them 
with forms of living that are more authentic, life-giving and affectively inclusive. 
This process of changing the distorted ‘felt-meanings’ of a Church culture demands 
the presence of another cardinal virtue, namely, courage (allied with patience). This 
must be underpinned by faith in the presence of Jesus, the crucified and risen victim. 
On that foundation, positive engagement with moral failure, and its associated 
shame and disgrace, can be undertaken with hope.

16.8  Conclusion

We have examined an example of gross moral failure in a religious institution, 
namely, the Catholic Church in Australia. The profound damage to thousands of 
victims has serious implications for the culture, structure and governance of the 
Church. Different ways in which the Church might learn from what has happened 
were explored.

Central in all this is the quote of Pope Francis cited earlier: ‘we showed no care 
for the little ones; we abandoned them’. Both haunting and poignant in their pain, 
these words are a salutary (and needed) reminder of the fragility of the human 
beings in the Church’s care. They are also point to the ever-present danger for the 
Church to become self-serving, most especially, of finding itself morally blind and 
deaf to the cries for help right in its own back yard. The Pope’s words, then, stand 
as a cameo of a Church called to be a humble servant, a beacon of mercy, but, most 
importantly, of a loving justice.
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Chapter 17
Against Forgetting Serious Mistakes, 
Errors and Failures: The Long Learning 
Process of the Catholic Church 
in Germany in Dealing with Sexual Abuse 
of Minors and Vulnerable Adults

Mary Hallay-Witte and Bettina Janssen

Abstract In 2010 people were shocked about the extent of sexual abuse in the 
Catholic Church in Germany, how this was concealed and information withheld 
by church representatives. Victims were not offered help, perpetrators not sen-
tenced and other actions of sexual abuse neglected in favour of the institutions. It 
seemed a public debate had started in which the Catholic Church put multitude 
measures in place. However, each diocese and clerical institution still handles the 
implementation of concepts to prevent sexual abuse with a different consistency 
and consequence. Up to the present day, victims testify scandalous handling of 
their cases. Mistakes and omissions made in the past are still being repeated in the 
present. As a result, perpetrators are not being made accountable, as if there has 
never been a public debate on clerical sexual abuse in Germany. Church contact 
persons for intervention and prevention are working isolated. They experience 
resistance and hostilities. But even if one hopes the debate will ease away, it is a 
false conclusion to say, this topic will be forgotten. The released findings of the 
research on Sexual abuse of minors by catholic priests outline: The topic of the 
sexual abuse of minors is still present. Even if one would want this topic to be 
forgotten: With every new case that appears, the ‘dark’ present of sexual abuse 
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will reappear and be discussed by the public. The self-commitment based on the 
recommendations of the research consortium of the German bishops will be the 
relevant touchstones for future reappraisal.

Keywords Mistakes · Errors · Failure · Catholic Church in Germany · Institutional 
failure · Moral failure · Sexual abuse

17.1  Starting Point: One Could Have Known

The ‘abuse crisis’ is one of the darkest chapters of the universal Roman Catholic 
Church worldwide. In 2010, this crisis did not suddenly or surprisingly enter public 
perception in Germany; it has already been made public a long time before. More 
than three decades earlier, first cases of abuse within the Catholic Church in Canada 
and the USA had been disclosed already; later in Ireland and Central Europe, fur-
ther cases also became public. As early as 2002, in connection with the serious 
allegations against a priest and the co-responsibility of the Bishop of Boston, USA, 
the first internal church discussion on dealing with cases of sexual abuse began in 
Germany, although the discussions faded away soon enough again (Hallay-Witte 
and Janssen 2016, 56).

Those responsible within the church therefore should have been alarmed long 
before. As in 2010 with the disclosure of cases of sexual abuse, which happened at 
the Canisius College, a Jesuit school in Berlin, a movement was started through the 
media. This has been marked with terms such as ‘big bang’, ‘avalanche’, ‘tsunami’ 
or ‘volcano eruption’ due to its ferocity (Hallay-Witte and Janssen 2016, 54). The 
(sub)conscious hope of some, that the public interest soon enough would be forgot-
ten again on account of some innovative measures by the church, was not fulfilled. 
In 2018, the public discourse developed further dynamics through the publication of 
the results of the study ‘Sexual abuse of minors by Catholic priests, deacons and 
male religious in the area of the German Bishops Conference’ (Dreßing et al. 2018; 
so-called MHG-Study). The results testify extensive, repetitive mistakes, errors and 
failures by church leaders in dealing with allegations of sexual abuse, so do other 
studies (see Unabhängige Kommission zur Aufarbeitung sexuellen 
Kindesmissbrauchs 2019).

The following description wants to point out the mistakes, errors and failures, 
which for the past decades are undoubtingly entangled with the atrocious story of 
the catholic abuse scandal. The aim is to raise awareness and to become sensible, in 
order to be able to identify signals and risks earlier and to be able to address and 
counteract them. These are important to be looked at. The reflection and knowledge 
of possible mistakes, errors and failures can be a vital resource and an incentive to 
initiate learning processes and enable necessary changes within the culture of an 
institution.
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17.2  Loss of Confidence

With the onset of the abuse scandal in Germany – as in other countries – a down-
ward spiral in confidence in the institution can be observed. With each peak of the 
periodic crisis in 2002, 2010 and 2018, a new boost with inclining speed can be 
seen. Although with each peak of public outrage, the willingness of church leaders 
to implement adopted measures grew even more decisively. However, they soon fell 
back into old patterns of behaviour as public attention subsided. The seemingly end-
less counts of criminal offences and border violations by priests, religious and other 
employees of the Catholic Church are seen as the main cause for the loss of trust and 
confidence by the faithful. Many priests have abused their ministerial priesthood 
and the advance of trust granted to them because of their function within the church. 
However, many people describe their tremendous disappointment about the institu-
tional mishandling of allegations and especially the unwillingness to take on respon-
sibility and to accept the loss of trust, as particularly serious.

Also in politics and business, it can often also be observed that the representa-
tives of respective institutions do not take on any responsibility and draw personal 
conclusions. Only very few leaders, who have to speak out during a publicly visible 
crisis, do respond with an admission of guilt and transparency and by actively tak-
ing on responsibility (see, e.g. Volkswagen AG, conduct of the Executive Board in 
the diesel scandal). However, this conduct cannot be justified or legitimized, cer-
tainly not with those responsible within the Catholic Church, which raises particular 
high moral standards for all the faithful. On the contrary, also church leaders must 
be judged by their own moral standards, especially in the area of sexuality, which 
the faithful have to apply to. This must also apply to the clergy.

The divergence between these benchmarks and the lived reality within the church 
enhances the scandal and public outrage (‘They don’t get it’.). Setting out from such 
high benchmarks, the fall is particularly deep and fatal (Bintig 2017. Dreßing 
2019a). The dynamics of such downward spirals of loss in credibility and trust are 
accelerated from a certain point on. Once this downward spiral is on its way, it will 
be more and more difficult to be stopped. This also applies to the establishment of 
confidence-building measures (Bintig 2017, 190).

With the publication of the MHG-Study in September 2018, it became increas-
ingly clear that the Catholic Church has lost its prerogative of interpretation of 
Christian action and values for many people. Many believers who felt at home in the 
Church still have a longing to regain this confidence, but at the same time, they feel 
sceptical and hopeless. For some, it is already ‘five past 12’; for others the church 
has completely run out of time. The loss of confidence is irreparable (Bintig 2017, 
185). They stay away from mass or from parish life or take total distance from 
church, by leaving and turning away from faith altogether. But if the Christian faith 
is not actively lived anymore, it cannot be passed on to the next generation. Such a 
development is significant for the further existence of an institution. It can also 
endanger its survival (Bintig 2017, 190).
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17.3  Specific Risk and Structural Characteristics 
of the Church

In order to stop a downward spiral initiated by misconduct and abuse, full public 
responsibility, visible consequences and behavioural changes are required. Standards 
and guidelines alone will not prevent sexual abuse. It can only happen with an over-
all institutional attitude and the firm belief of those responsible that things have to 
change, no matter how difficult and challenging it can be to deal with the issues 
(Bintig 2017, 190). In addition to standards and procedures, it also needs a common 
belief and shared values that are anchored by a consistent vision of approval and 
disapproval of behaviour (Archdiocese of Hamburg 2018, 58).

It requires the acknowledgment ‘Yes, there is sexual abuse in our institutions’ 
and engagement in an intensive learning and development process that demands 
actively taking on responsibility and a change of perspective in many areas. 
Institutionally, this includes developing and implementing a culture, where the pos-
sibility of misconduct/abuse and failures by institutional representatives is not fun-
damentally excluded but is thought as being a possibility that can happen. In 
Germany, this is meant by the ‘Culture of mindfulness’ (German, ‘Kultur der 
Achtsamkeit’). The culture of mindfulness requires a knowledgeable and careful 
approach to children and adolescents. Equally important is the concentration on 
dealing with those responsible within the church and individual self-reflection 
(Hallay-Witte and Janssen 2016, 152).

Beyond that the ‘Culture of mindfulness’ includes identifying, naming, analys-
ing and decisively drawing necessary conclusions from administrative failure and 
misconduct. This necessarily requires an atmosphere and a culture of mindfulness 
within the institution, which enables open, critical and fearless conversations and 
constructive dealing with mistakes, errors and failures. This also requires profes-
sional expertise and a healthy feedback culture (e.g. Archdiocese of Hamburg 
2018, 67).

Since the adoption of the FRAMEWORK REGULATION Prevention of sexual-
ized violence against minors and adult charges within the domain of the German 
Bishops’ Conference in 2010, the Catholic Church has been demanding so-called 
institutional protection concepts for prevention within each amenity. These protec-
tion concepts are an interplay of analysis, structural changes, agreements and 
arrangements, as well as the attitude and culture of an organization. These intend to 
reduce the institutional risk of becoming the crime scene of sexual, psychological 
and/or physical violence. In regard to that, the attention must be focused on specific 
risk and structural characteristics of the Church which promote sexual abuse of 
minors or make it more difficult to be prevented. In order to do this (fearlessly), all 
topics have to be brought out into the open. Also the context of a risk analysis (e.g. 
Archdiocese of Hamburg 2018, 67) needs to be critically questioned. This also 
includes all corresponding issues of ministerial priesthood, sexual morals, celibacy 
and the relationship to homosexuality, as well as the admission of women to the 
ministry of consecration (Dreßing 2019b). In follow-up, the general terms for 
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 institutional misconduct are to be addressed on the structural abuse of power, the 
defence of responsibility and the lack of liability. These mechanisms have been 
increasingly used to prevent damage to the image of the universal church, to resist 
structural changes and to protect institutional representatives.

17.3.1  Structural Abuse of Power

The MHG-Study explicitly states that sexual abuse can be facilitated by authoritarian- 
clerical structures of the Catholic Church (MHG-Study 2018, 14). At the same time, 
it outlines that sexual abuse is always an abuse of power. Within an organization, 
such abuse of power is only possible if there are structures which the perpetrator can 
use to initiate and cover up his actions and which, if the crime is disclosed, do allow 
him to be fearless about any consequences (MHG-Study 2018, 14). The misconduct 
that church leaders are accused of is the fact that they not only protected existing 
structures as well as themselves but also prevented penalties for perpetrators and 
necessary and painful changes within the church. For example, all this happened in 
order to prevent financial damage and to prevent loss of credibility, trust and author-
ity, which is at danger through the disclosure of sexual abuse and misconduct.

The attitude of church leaders to protect (accused) perpetrators characterizes the 
climate within the official church. This not only favours the ongoing abuse of power 
at various levels of the hierarchal church but also makes the institution prone to the 
abuse of power (MHG-Study 2018, 14; Hallay-Witte and Janssen 2016, 129).

Structural Violence
The Norwegian peace and conflict researcher Galtung already characterized the 
concepts of structural and cultural violence in 1975. Structural violence is not 
directly attributable and in terms of criminal law is difficult to measure. It manifests 
itself, for example, in unequal power relations and opportunities, in limited partici-
pation possibilities or in disadvantages of individuals. It exists when these inequali-
ties are inherently justified within the system. Structural violence in a hierarchy is 
characterized, according to Galtung, by the fact that a will to social change, which 
is articulated from the lower hierarchies to higher ranks, is not feasible, because this 
change is blocked by rule and higher-level measures (Grant-Hayford and Scheyer 
2016). Structural violence is anchored in the system. Individuals may be affected by 
structural violence, but its consequences are difficult to be traced back to direct 
violence, which is suffered by one or more concrete actors.

17.3.1.1  Cultural Violence

With cultural violence, Galtung marks every characteristic of a culture due to which 
direct or structural violence can be legitimized. Cultural violence is the social back-
ground which enables the justification of acts of violence, so these become possible. 
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Galtung describes ‘structural and cultural violence as the causes of direct violence, 
by means of violent actors, who revolt against the structures and a culture to legiti-
mize their use of violence’ (Galtung 2004). A culture of dominance paired with the 
feeling, due to certain diversities, to being something special can foster mechanisms 
of violence such as racism, sexism or homophobia within an institution.

17.3.2  Clericalism

The MHG-Study explicitly identifies ‘clericalism’ as a cultural cause and a specific 
structural feature of sexual abuse within the church. Clericalism is defined as a 
hierarchical-authoritarian system that can lead to an attitude, on the part of the 
priest, to dominate unconsecrated persons in interactions, because he holds a supe-
rior position in office through consecration. Sexual abuse is an extreme outgrowth 
of this dominance. The study states:

In the case of church leaders, an authoritarian clerical understanding of office may result in 
a priest, who has perpetrated sexualised violence, being seen as a threat to his own clerical 
system, rather than a danger to other children or young people or other potential affected 
persons. The cover-up of events and the protection of the system can take priority over the 
ruthless disclosure of such acts. A church raison understood in this way, promotes secrecy, 
cover-ups and inappropriate reactions such as the […] transfer or sanctioning practices, 
which are more likely to protect the institution and the accused and disregard the interests 
of the persons concerned. (MHG-Study 2018, 13)

17.3.3  Coalitions, Loyalties and Dependencies

Within the Catholic Church, dominance is often consolidated through coalitions, 
loyalties and dependencies, which reach as far as the Vatican. Personal professional 
networks, resulting from university times or professional relationships, joint conse-
cration or training years, strengthen the inner cohesion. Fraternal loyalty obliges to 
the absolute protection of one’s own class. ‘Old-boy’ Networks promote the effect 
of silent agreements. Such networks of confidents and complicity have a distorted 
perception and tolerance for confreres who are accused. The stronger the entangle-
ment, the higher the obligation of secrecy. Once public pressure becomes particu-
larly high because of accusations, it increases the importance of the community as 
a permanent system of relationships. Compassion belongs to the brother who is 
suspected or belongs to the institution that is at risk. Compassion does not belong to 
the person concerned who clearly ‘disturbs’ the existing bonds with his accusations 
(Hallay-Witte and Janssen 2016, 129, 131). If perpetrators feel safe that as far as 
their acts of violence are not consistently reported to law enforcement authorities or 
are sanctioned by the enforcement of canon law but rather accepted and tolerated, 
then violence is legitimized as something that is part of the everyday life of an 
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 institution. For the psychiatrist and psychotherapist for children and adolescent 
Professor Jörg Fegert, the exclusive feeling of:

being special, the desire not to endanger the institution threatened by society, the problem 
of getting qualified staff and a resulting network of personal dependencies [...] here and 
there is the matrix of sexual exploitation in the institutions. (Fegert 2019)

Social Pact of Silence
In male fraternities/alliances, there are often clear rules about when, where and to 
whom and who speaks or remains silent. These rules of silence are not always fixed 
but are sometimes lived tacitly. The cultural scientist Professor Aleida Assmann 
(2017) calls this the ‘social pact of silence’: silence bonds the social cohesion of a 
community essentially through ‘discussion and silence, through rules on silence and 
discussion and de-thematisation’. What is addressed or not addressed in groups or 
communities is subject to historical changes.

Assmann (2017, 3) names tact and taboo as the central terms in which these 
codes of silence are summarized. She describes the ‘social pact of silence’ as 
follows:

Tact is polite silence. It imposes restraint, which comes from an alleged consideration and 
serves the protection of the other. Lots must not be discussed in the presence of others, 
because it could burden them, blackmail them or otherwise put them into an embarrassing 
situation.

Taboos concern topics that no one likes to talk about. The pressure that closes the mouth 
here is so deeply absorbed culturally that it does not even have to be translated into explicit 
prohibitions in order to be followed. Strong social feelings such as shame, guilt and revul-
sion are the main engines of taboos.

With the silence there are secrets which – according to Assmann (2017, 2) – 
separate between the internal community on the one hand and the external outside 
world of the public on the other. A secret in a community creates alliances and 
allies. The community appears as a place of familiar relationships, which have a lot 
to do with the construction of identity on the condition of establishing and maintain-
ing loyalties. According to Assmann, the mystery of abuse divides the community 
into secret bearers, the initiated and the uninitiated as well as perpetrators and vic-
tims. The power of the secret then lies in enforcing a communal and common pact 
of silence (so-called silence cartel). The connection of the relationship systems is 
being strengthened by fear of loss of prestige, financial losses and resolution. The 
conjecture and (secret) co-knowledge of the violation of rules has an impact on the 
mutuality of the community. In connection to the rules of silence and secrecy, omi-
nous alliances are formed, which quickly lead to insecurity and loneliness (so-called 
institutional captivity).

As, for example, the ‘social pact of silence’ and its effects: Sexuality is usually 
not discussed within church communities, partly because there is often a lack of 
openness and the ability to talk about one’s own sexuality. Also a rigid sexual moral-
ity proves that talking about problems and questions in this area is afflicted with fear 
and loss of prestige. The idealization of celibacy leads to further prohibitions and 
subsequent violations. Homosexual-orientated men who feel attracted to the 
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 unmarried and male-alliance way of life must deny their sexual orientation. In addi-
tion, it can be a supposed ‘hideout’ for people with immature personality structures. 
Sexual abuse and psychological and physical violence are issues which are all the 
more silenced. Apparently legitimized lies and hypocrisy are not far and quickly 
grow into constancy.

17.4  The Defence of Responsibility

Another misconduct, which church leaders are accused of, is pointed out by the 
psychotherapist Bintig with the psychological concept of ‘responsibility defence’. 
The defence of responsibility is then often expressed in the use of so-called perpe-
trator language, which is according to Bintig hardly noticeable, because it is used in 
the daily media by political and business leaders in a comparable way (Bintig 2017, 
194). Denial and trivialization are coherent in sentences like: ‘I wasn’t aware of 
that’. ‘That was before my time’. ‘I was not informed’. ‘I did not give orders to do 
so’. ‘They were not authorized’. (Deegener 1995, 1999; Bintig 2001).

For many people responsible, including other areas, a personal assumption of 
responsibility through resignation is the ‘last exit’ (Dreßing 2019b). It will only be 
acknowledged what needs to be acknowledged under public pressure; it will only be 
made known to the public what must be admitted and what needs to be published 
(so-called salami tactics – Bintig 2017, 189). If, due to external authorities – for 
example, law enforcement media, the public and stakeholders’ initiatives – officials 
have to admit more and more of what they have previously vehemently denied, their 
resistance and their defence of responsibility will become public. This will not stay 
without consequence for their credibility. The longer a crisis of confidence lasts, the 
stronger and more attention-seeking external authorities exercise social control; and 
the less the mechanisms of repelling responsibility prove to be effective (Bintig 
2017, 189).

In 2002, 2010 and after the publication of the MHG-Study in 2018, church lead-
ers spoke much of shame and guilt. There were apologies, but no church leader in 
Germany has taken on personal responsibility for the institutional failure and drew 
any active consequence.

17.5  Missing Liability

Over the past few years, the Catholic Church has sought to improve the protection 
of children and vulnerable adults by taking effective intervention and prevention 
measures. In some areas, this has also been successful. The church has set an exam-
ple. Papers, rules and regulations have been prepared at the federal level and in all 
dioceses. The scope of the initiatives and measures that are still being planned out-
lines the extent of mistakes, errors and failures (Hackenschmied and Mosser 2017, 
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170). The preparation of the various measures happened at first very quickly. The 
haste was always due to great public pressure and demand, such as a distraught 
effort to regain lost credibility and trust. However, the implementation of the mea-
sures at the various levels was much more hesitant and not standardized. Initiatives 
at the federal level were only half-heartedly taken up, were not ultimately supported 
and quickly faded.

An example: The German Conference of Catholic Bishops was one of the first 
institutions to have GUIDELINES for dealing with sexual abuse of minors and of 
adult charges by clergy, religious and other staff within the domain of the German 
Bishops’ Conference since 2002 and in 2010, 2013, 2018 has continued to update 
them. However, the outlined measures which are supposed to be taken do not have 
binding nature. They were only recommendations to the Bishops. They were not 
always comprehensively understood, installed and equipped with the necessary 
resources within each German diocese. In some cases they were only ‘correctly cop-
ied for glossy brochures’ (Fegert 2019). The ‘independent’ contact person of the 
so-called commission is in some dioceses not independent, because of being a dioc-
esan employee (MHG-Study 2018, 7) and in some cases was even being a priest. 
Also the procedure for receiving financial benefits in recognition of the suffering 
inflicted on victims of sexual abuse or the FRAMEWORK REGULATION 
Prevention were implemented in different ways in each diocese (MHG-Study 2018, 
11). As a result of the MHG - Study new Guidelines are being released  as from 
January 2020 on, which will be compulsory for being enforced in each German diocese. 

17.6  It Is a Mistake That…

Misconduct in dealing with sexual abuse and with those affected is based on serious 
errors made by church leaders. These errors are used and disseminated in an argu-
mentative way to legitimize looking away, not listening and remaining silent. In the 
following list, some of the main errors should be named:

Error No. 1: It’s going to be over. No. The conscious or unconscious hope that the 
public interest in the subject of sexual abuse in the Catholic Church could be 
forgotten again is an erroneous belief.

No matter which innovative measures will be initiated, the abuse scandal will always 
remain latent. With every new case of abuse that is disclosed, everything that has 
happened in the past will be at present again. It will never go away; see the USA, 
Ireland and so on (Janssen 2015, 233).

Error No. 2: These are all isolated cases. No. The MHG-Study speaks of the 
evidence of 3677 victims of sexual assault and 1670 accused priests, deacons and 
religious between 1946 and 2014  in Germany. The dark field is called large 
(MHG-Study 2018, 3).

Error No. 3: This does not happen with us. No. Sexual abuse can happen any-
where. It’s not a problem of the others. Neither the 1968s, the nor the homosexu-
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als in the church nor the devil are to blame. This is very clear in the MHG-Study. 
It is important to identify and consistently raise awareness about possible risks 
and to take action against them.

Error No. 4: Victims are free riders. No. The experience over decades shows that 
the vast majority of all allegations, in more than 95% of cases, is substantial 
(Rosetti 2012). Nobody wants to be identified being a victim and certainly not as 
a victim of sexual abuse. To deny a person being recognized as a victim of sexual 
abuse is far worse for the church than mistakenly believing a free rider. Affected 
parties generally wish for their dignity being restored and for the recognition of 
their legal rights (‘We believe you’.). They want the institution to be responsible 
for its guilt and to be confronted with its own shame. This is supposed to be pain-
ful for the institution. This institutional pain is supposed to find its expression 
through high financial compensations, which have to be paid to the victims.

Error No. 5: The media is to blame (‘media shaming’). No. The abuse scandal 
and the public debate are not ‘anti-Catholic propaganda’ nor ‘primitive manipu-
lation’ or ‘targeted popular stupidity’ nor ‘despicable slander campaign’ of the 
media or the journalists who ‘keep the truth so outrageously’. Church officials 
criticized media representatives, even though their own institution is facing mas-
sive accusations of crimes and mistakes (Hallay-Witte and Janssen 2016, 75). 
The media certainly do not always report fairly, but of course the problem of the 
Catholic Church is not the reporting media. It’s not the media that harmed the 
church. The perpetrators, who abuse girls and boys, are responsible for the dam-
age that has been done. The church leaders are responsible for ensuring the 
silence of victims and for not taking protective measures. The consequences of 
these acts and irresponsible behaviour must now be addressed (Hallay-Witte and 
Janssen 2016, 75). Courage and open communication are needed to absorb nega-
tive reporting and avert further damage. Whoever remains silent, rumours will 
quickly be circulating about him.

Error No. 6: Prayers will help. Prayers certainly do no harm, but will only help to 
a very limited extent in these cases: The renewal of the church only by ‘personal 
conversion, devotion to God and through a life of faith and the sacraments’ 
(domradio 2019), as could be heard, will certainly not be enough to deal with the 
continuing loss of confidence and to stop the downward spiral.

Error No. 7: Perpetrators are sick paedophiles. No. The MHG-Study (2018, 4) 
and the Leygraf Study (2012) show that only a small number of church perpetra-
tors are paedophiles. The far greater number of perpetrators uses sexuality as a 
means of exercising power.

Error No. 8: (Only) prevention work, etc. is sufficient. No. Sanctioning individ-
ual accused, public regret, financial compensation to those affected, the publica-
tion of prevention concepts in brochures, etc. are not enough. With paste and 
copy alone – as some church institutions and communities have tried to do – pre-
vention work cannot be successful. There must be an attitude behind it (Fegert 
2019). This requires actively lived commitment – and taking on responsibility 
also for institutional failure. This also requires external advice and support in 
order to allow an independent review of structures and dynamics. The MHG- 
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Study (2018, 14) explicitly points out that, if this is not the case, such basic 
approaches are even appropriate to maintain clerical power structures, since they 
only affect the aiming for the symptoms of misdevelopment and prevent the con-
frontation with the fundamental problem of clerical power.

17.7  Willingness to Listen

The essence of any dispute resolution lies in the willingness of the opponents to 
listen to each other and not to articulate own positions, interests and emotions by 
rejecting and disqualifying what they have heard. Of course, people like to hear 
what corresponds with their own views. Their listening is limited to a quick com-
parison with familiar patterns, own experiences or beliefs. Things do not have any 
relevance for the individual at the time. They slip unreflected through the filter of the 
individual perception. If the other side cannot be convinced, walls will be pulled up, 
in order to isolate the individual from ‘the other’, to protect oneself and not to be 
touched by the others (Janssen 2019). One of the greatest failures of church leaders 
over the decades is not listening honestly to those affected and letting themselves be 
touched by their concerns and stories.

17.7.1  Listening Is a Leadership Issue

The letter in January 2010 from Fr. Klaus Mertes SJ, then director of the Canisius 
College, to 600 former students shows the power of listening. The letter brought 
change to the system. For decades, the responsibles of this elite school have not 
been listening and have looked away. In his letter, Fr. Mertes asks for forgiveness 
and promises to end – and listen – to the practice of cover-up and repression. The 
willingness of church representative to listen to those affected was new and has a 
‘domino effect’ (Pörksen 2016): more and more people break their silence. They 
want to denounce the events within the church and possibly also demand compensa-
tion, even though they had long since concluded with their church. Those affected 
are no longer silent. Their aim was to name the mistakes, errors and failures of the 
past. They demand their concerns to be heard and taken seriously.

It is true that since the 2002 Guidelines, the recommendation has been made to 
appoint independent contact persons who ‘listen’ (Hallay-Witte and Janssen 2016, 
190). Often, as volunteers, they would just receive the allegations of sexual abuse as 
a ‘preceding letterbox’ or a ‘reception room’. Further discussions and dealing with 
the case would continue to be conducted by the head of human resources or the 
judicial officer of the diocese. Not all contact persons were able to relate to a victim 
in an appropriate professional manner and really listen nor were they able to ask 
‘What do you need?’ ‘What do I have to do, so you can trust me (again)?’ 
(Janssen 2019).
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Even still in 2019, there are reports of cases where the application form for a 
recognition of compensation is just sent to the victim. Once the form is returned 
completed, the recognition amount is transferred without offering a conversation or 
getting involved with the compensation-seeking person (MHG-Study 2018, 7). And 
precisely these erroneous behaviours are the ones that lead to justified criticism. The 
encounters which happen in an appropriate manner will hardly be discussed 
in public.

If the listener is authentically trying to perceive the positions and interests of his 
counterpart, listening does not just mean ‘listening’. It is a more complex process. 
If listening is supposed to have a constructive effect and generate trust, it demands 
empathy, great attention ability and concentration (Janssen 2019).

On the other hand, the ignorance of not wanting to perceive what does not suit 
the ecclesial worldviews leads to disturbances and scandals, which therefore will 
not be recognized and eliminated within the system. New solutions, which are being 
pursued decisively, can be developed in the form of church leaders who are willing 
to listen openly to those affected. This includes the principle of recognizing that 
sexual abuse can happen in the own institution and that there is no absolute protec-
tion against it. This attitude enables an encounter which is capable of meeting the 
person concerned on an equal footing and of corresponding to their dignity and 
rights. Many of those affected who did not feel heard by the Church were heard 
through the hotline of the Federal Government’s Independent Commissioners, as 
well as through the establishment of a council of affected persons and the establish-
ment of a commission to discuss the possibilities for consultation. The Catholic 
Church begins to set up advisory councils with survivors in order to obtain the 
expertise of those persons who suffered sexual abuse in the preparation and revision 
of regulations. Participation and transparency can convey those affected that church 
representatives have understood and approach this subject through a relevant atti-
tude, not only through norms and rules.

17.7.2  Listening Is a Theme of Faith

Many people do not feel that they are listened to, do not feel under-
stood. Nevertheless they say that they have not yet completely turned away from the 
Church and describe their faith and spirituality as an important source of strength 
for survival. They hope that they (again) will be granted acceptable access to the 
church community and see this as an obligation of the church.

Still missing in the reappraisal to this extent is the theological discourse (Fegert 
2019). Hans Zollner (2015), Member of the Pontifical Commission for Child 
Protection, drafted the following questions:

What sort of theology could encourage abuse and cover-up within its own ranks for 
decades? What led to the institution being the focus, not the human being? What do you say 
to those affected? What does forgiveness or the possibility of reconciliation mean? What 
does this mean for the church? What does this mean for the accountability of the church?
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Zollner sees this previous failure as a ‘symptom of a certain blindness that has pre-
vailed within the institution of the Church for too long’. For him, it is also a ‘reflec-
tion of how we as a church as a whole and the authorities in the church have dealt 
with these questions for a long time, frankly by simply pushing them away, simply 
not thinking about them, not actually reflecting on them and not trying to answer 
them in anyway’.

The professor for fundamental theology Hildegund Keul (2017) focuses her 
research on theologically relevant answers through the interdisciplinary discourse 
on vulnerability. Her approach assumes that one often protects oneself against being 
wounded by leaving others to be wounded. As a result, she said, tension arises 
between vulnerability and security. This entails a high potential for violence. In this 
context, Keul raises the following questions:

Where is it necessary to protect oneself and the own community (family, religion, state) 
from being wounded? Where is it necessary, for the sake of humanity – also as an institu-
tion – to risk one’s own vulnerability?

17.8  Conclusion

Abuse in institutions can never be completely avoided. But church leaders can 
change the specific risk constellations of an institution. If they allow and encourage 
discussions about mistakes, errors and failures, new spaces of thinking can open up 
and new solutions can emerge. Willingness to change, participation and transpar-
ency are important prerequisites for a confidence-building process. Many of these 
men and women who became victims by clergy, religious and other church employ-
ees in the area of the German CCB certainly have a lot to say about their experiences 
with the institution and the representatives of the Catholic Church. However, it is no 
longer enough to ‘only’ discuss it: In order to allow sustainable change and taking 
on responsibility within the Catholic Church, it needs concrete objectives and a 
binding schedule for the active implementation of the necessary future steps on the 
basis of what has already been disclosed (Dreßing 2019b).

Developing a culture of mindfulness is a common learning and development 
process that requires not just medium-term but long-term attention and guidance. It 
is about a different attitude: to listen, to look and not to look away, to be able to act 
and to show moral courage.

The measures taken by the bishops following the publication of the MHG-Study 
2018 will now be (further) developed, expanded and implemented at all levels of the 
Catholic Church. It requires the (sensitive) breaking down of the initiated measures 
down to the ground so that they can be accepted by all church staff. It is important 
that the process is supported by the responsible leaders as early as possible. The best 
measures and action concepts only work if as many as possible know and support 
them (paper alone is patient!). The consistent and continuous implementation and 
adherence to the self-commitments for work-up, intervention and prevention will 
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(again) be the relevant touchstones, from which it can be read whether and what the 
Catholic Church in Germany learned from the deep crisis that emerged already in 
2002 and later in 2010 (Hallay-Witte and Janssen 2016, 152).
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Chapter 18
Failures, Errors, and Mistakes: 
A Systematic Review of the Literature

Amber Simpson, Adam V. Maltese, Alice Anderson, and Euisuk Sung

Abstract Terms such as failure, mistakes, errors, obstacles, and struggle are used 
interchangeably, but each carries different connotations and discipline-specific 
meanings. Reactions to experiencing a failure can range as well from being seen as 
having educative value to be debilitating. These reactions are based on criteria like 
environment, prior experiences, and individual characteristics, to name a few. The 
purpose of this chapter is to synthesize and clarify how these terms are articulated 
and utilized in research studies and commentaries published between 1970 and mid- 
2018. Through a systematic literature review, we will discuss similarities and differ-
ences in how researchers defined these terms, as well as how these definitions differ 
by cultural context, discipline, and age of participants. Next, we briefly highlight 
how our research findings on failure within making and tinkering contexts contrib-
ute to our current thinking on failure, mistakes, and errors. Our research included 
approximately 500 youths and 150 educators situated in a variety of settings that 
implement making and tinkering programs and/or activities including an informal 
educational setting (i.e., museum), a formal educational setting (i.e., public middle 
school), and a hybrid setting (i.e., science center running after-school programming 
at local school sites). We conclude with open questions and recommendations for 
the field to consider when conducting research around failures, errors, and mistakes 
in educational contexts.
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18.1  Introduction

Our research team has been conducting research on the role of failure within mak-
ing and tinkering contexts. Grounded in a prior study from a set of interviews with 
science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) professionals, we dis-
covered that many pointed to the critical role of failures in their jobs (Simpson and 
Maltese 2017). One key finding from this work was that although these profession-
als discussed how failure and failure analysis were really important to them creating 
things or improving objects or processes, nearly all of them said that they were not 
given the chance to learn about the importance of revision before advanced school-
ing or entry into the workforce. Based on these interviews, we became interested in 
the opportunities that making and tinkering activities provided for youth to engage 
in failure and perhaps gain from it, in ways described by this sample of STEM pro-
fessionals. We contend that experiences with making and tinkering in STEM spaces 
have the potential to expose and encourage youth to pursue STEM careers. We initi-
ated a study to investigate how youth responded to failure when engaged in making 
experiences across a set of formal and informal environments. As such, educators 
are positioned to support or hinder youth through these occurrences and help them 
learn (or not) from their experiences with failure (Simpson et  al. 2017; Maltese 
et al. 2018).

18.2  The State of Failure Use

One of the key challenges we experienced from the start of this work is around ter-
minology. The first way this manifested was in talking with educators about the 
term “failure” and how they talked about it with their learners. While many educa-
tors we spoke with reported engaging their learners in experiences that included an 
outcome that differed from expectations, they often used terms other than failure 
because of the negative connotations they and/or their learners held by the term. 
Often educators reported using terms like mistakes, challenges, obstacles, and oth-
ers to capture similar ideas but to avoid connecting failure in making or STEM 
activities with the traditional meanings associated with poor academic 
performance.

Such an avoidance of using the term failure to define youths’ experiences have 
been documented by other researchers as well (e.g., Simpson et al. 2018; Lottero- 
Perdue and Parry 2017a). For example, the majority of teachers in the study by 
Lottero-Perdue and Parry (2017a) viewed failure as a negative event or behavior 
(e.g., giving up, not trying); therefore, they reported rarely using the term failure 
within their classroom setting but related failures to mistakes or errors. Educators 
are often concerned with students identifying themselves as failures, as well as 
experiencing negative behavioral and emotional states such as hopelessness, depres-
sion, embarrassment, and learned helplessness (e.g., Guler 2013; Lottero-Perdue 
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and Parry 2017a). For those who avoid the word, it is grounded in the idea that 
failure does not capture the essence of creative and inventive progression toward 
reaching some goal (e.g., Maltese et al. 2018; Ryoo and Kekelis 2018).

This tension in using the term failure is also a debate within maker education 
(e.g., Clapp 2015). Consider the following quote by Martinez (2013), which high-
lighted how the negative connotation of failure is grounded in academic settings 
and, as such, may not translate well to making and tinkering contexts:

Here’s the problem. It’s the word “failure.” Failure means a VERY specific thing in schools. 
The big red F is serious. In school, failure is NOT a cheery message to “try, try, again!”, it’s 
a dead-end with serious consequences. Using this loaded word to present mistakes, hurdles, 
challenges, detours, etc. is confusing and unnecessary. Teachers cannot talk about failure as 
a challenge, when failure also mean judgment – the worst possible judgment… . Is this just 
silly semantics? I don’t think so. (para. 5–6, 9)

Blikstein and Worsley (2017) too questioned the glorification and oversimplifi-
cation of failure in making context. These sentiments are expressed by others (e.g., 
Thomas 2016).

18.3  The State of Failure Definitions

The second challenge related to terminology is possibly more of a critical problem 
in our work – the issue of a number of related threads of research that are not con-
nected or informed by the others because they included different keywords or have 
origins in different areas of research (e.g., mathematics education, educational psy-
chology, the role of failure in innovation). There are studies on productive failure 
and productive struggle (e.g., Kapur 2008; Kapur and Kinzer 2009; Lai et al. 2017). 
This is often disconnected from research on errors or mistakes (e.g., DeBrincat 
2015; Tulis 2013). Beyond this, there are mentions of desirable difficulty (e.g., 
Bjork and Bjork 2011), gradual downward slumps (Zsigmond 2016), and unhappy 
eventualities (Fogle 1979) to name a few. Moreover, much of this research is an 
extension of the current rhetoric around growth mindset (Dweck 2006) and grit 
(Duckworth et al. 2007).

Additionally, failure, as well as mistakes and errors, have several meanings as 
defined in at least three unabridged dictionaries (e.g., Oxford, Random House, and 
Webster). For example, in the unabridged Random House dictionary (2019), errors 
have eight different definitions, some of which are distinguished based on a particu-
lar discipline (e.g., baseball, law, mathematics). Moreover, errors are defined in 
relation to mistakes – “a deviation from accuracy or correctness; a mistake, as in 
action or speech” (Random House 2019) or “something produced by a mistake” 
(Merriam-Webster 2019). The synonymous nature of these terms is illustrated in 
their use (or not) within formal and informal learning settings (e.g., Lottero-Perdue 
and Parry, 2017a).

Although this issue of related research being siloed within different scholarship, 
as well as being not being clearly defined, is not unique to the topic of failure, errors, 
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and mistakes (e.g., McKnight and Chervany 2001/2002), we feel strongly that this 
reduces the efficiency in building on previous research, as well as having a shared 
meaning among researchers and between researchers and educators. This chapter 
builds out of our struggles with this issue and our hope to help others see similarities 
and differences among similar terminology within related research, “creating order 
out of chaos” (McKnight and Chervany 2001/2002, 39). As such, our purpose is to 
synthesize and clarify how these terms are articulated in research studies and com-
mentaries, to make sense of the terminology chaos among three terms – failure, 
errors, and mistakes. Specifically, we address the following research question: How 
is failures, mistakes, and errors defined within the scholarship published between 
1970 and mid-2018? Subsequently, we consider similarities and differences in how 
researchers defined these terms, as well as how these definitions differ by cultural 
context, discipline, and age of participants. Our findings are then situated within our 
current research regarding failure in making contexts.

18.4  Method

This study is situated within linguistics, specifically textual map analysis, as this 
analysis accounts for both words or concepts used within a given text, as well as the 
relationships between them (Carley 1993). For us, we holistically focused on how 
the words failures, errors, and mistakes were defined and used within scholarship 
across a range of disciplines, age groups, and cultural contexts and the similarities 
and/or differences among them. As such, this research is grounded within a pragma-
tist perspective as our systematic literature review is focused on the “vocabularies 
we use and how changes in words can affect how we think and act” (Noddings 
2005, 58).

18.4.1  Search Process and Criteria

Our search for peer-reviewed journal articles, book chapter, and commentaries pub-
lished between January 1970 to June 2018 were conducted using the following data-
bases: Academic Search Complete, Education Source, ERIC, PsycINFO, and Social 
Sciences Full Text. Search terms within the abstract included fail∗ (i.e., fail or fail-
ure or failing), mistake∗, and error∗, in which the asterisk was used to capture simi-
lar wording (e.g., mistake and mistakes). Each of these abstract search terms was 
paired with the following subject search terms: education∗, informal∗, and learn-
ing∗. Articles were initially kept if the title and abstract seemed to meet the  inclusion/
exclusion criteria. This yielded 309 articles, 230 articles with a focus on failure, 51 
articles with a focus on mistakes, and 128 articles with a focus on errors.

Studies were included if the following criteria were met: (1) full-text publication 
written in English; (2) set within an educational context (e.g., school, afterschool 
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program, workplace); and (3) included individuals’ experience as opposed to orga-
nizational, institutional, or national experiences with failure, mistakes, or errors. In 
addition, studies with a focus on failure did not include academic failure (e.g., not 
passing a class or a test) as these were typically focused on pass/fail or right/wrong 
and not well-defined. We also did not include studies examining attributions of 
achievement or academic failures.

Next, we extracted information from each article including location of study, age 
of participants, discipline, and definition. Simultaneously, we omitted studies that 
did not meet the criteria captured during our initial reading of the title and abstract. 
The most common reason for omitting a study was researchers did not clearly artic-
ulate how they defined failures, mistakes, or errors. This reduced our analysis to 201 
articles. A list of articles (see Appendix A) is included within our systematic litera-
ture review located online at https://orb.binghamton.edu/education_fac/41.

18.4.2  Data Analysis

Our analysis began with descriptively coding each definition (Saldaña 2013). In 
other words, we used initial codes that summarized the essence of each definition. 
For example, entry failures, or children’s unsuccessful “attempts to enter the play of 
peers” (Wilson et al. 2011, 377), were coded as social to signify individual’s inabil-
ity to establish and/or maintain relationships with others. We continued to refine the 
initial codes throughout the analysis. For instance, we collapsed a code identified as 
planning within the code process as both terms indicated a failure, mistake, or error 
as part of a series of actions toward a goal or end state. As another example, we 
divided our initial code of unawareness into unawareness and accidental slip as the 
first indicated lacking an understanding of consequences based on one’s actions and 
behaviors, as the latter indicated a momentary lapse in thought. Lastly, we did not 
include codes when it was associated with fewer than five studies (e.g., entrepre-
neurial). See Appendix B in our online supplementary material for our codes, defi-
nitions, and example citations. For a few studies, more than one code applied (e.g., 
Aksu et al. 2016).

Next, to consider similarities and differences among the definitions of failures, 
errors, and mistakes, we descriptively compared the codes by age group (e.g., ele-
mentary/aged 5–12, postsecondary), discipline (e.g., science, second-language 
acquisition), and country(ies) in which the research was collected, or if a commen-
tary, the country of the author.

1 All online supplementary material (i.e., appendices) may be found at this website.
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Fig. 18.1 Included studies by year and domain

18.4.3  Limitations

Several limitations should be acknowledged as part of this systematic review of 
failures, errors, and mistakes published between January 1970 and June 2018. One, 
we do not claim to have included every study and commentary that clearly defined 
one of these three domains within an educational setting. Two, our results based on 
location of study, discipline of study, and age range of participants were not com-
plete in that some authors did not disclose this information. Yet, we contend that the 
results of this systematic literature review and our own research are timely as we 
have seen an increase of studies (see Fig. 18.1) regarding the three domains since 
the turn of the century as we came across few studies within our inclusion criteria 
prior to 2000.

18.4.4  Results

Below we address how failures, mistakes, and errors were defined within the schol-
arship published between 1970 and mid-2018 including examples from included 
studies. Next, we compare these definitions by country, discipline, and age group of 
participants.

Figure 18.2 visually illustrates how researchers defined the domains of failures, 
mistakes, and errors by code. In considering similarities and differences, we com-
pared percentages as there were fewer included studies who based and defined their 
research within mistakes (12%) as opposed to failures (49%) or errors (39%).

Across the domains, the most common definition was stated as a deviation from 
a norm or standard way of being, acting, and/or behaving. For example, Andréassian, 
Perrin, Parent, and Bárdossy (2010) defined failure as monsters, “something 
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Fig. 18.2 Stacked bar plot of codes by failures, mistakes, and errors

 incongruous, unexpected, deviating from the norm or unpredictable” (p. 851). We 
coded these definitions as deviations from a norm or standard to encompass a wealth 
of studies including deviations within second-language acquisition (e.g., Bao 2015), 
vocational education (Cattaneo and Boldrini 2017), the academic job search (Stein 
and Santa 1975), and physics (Omosewo and Akanbi 2013) to name a few. Similarly, 
there was a small percentage of studies across the three domains coded as unaware-
ness, pedagogical, and process. For the latter, researchers were interested in failures, 
mistakes, and errors within a series of actions or steps toward some goal or end 
state, part of an iteration and means of learning. For example, Lottero-Perdue and 
Parry (2017b) defined failures as a “normal and expected outcome as a part of the 
iterative nature of designing solutions to problems, although the end goal is that the 
solution (hereafter, the ‘design’) is not intended to fail” (p. 1).

In comparing the percentages, there seems to be a difference in how mistakes and 
errors are framed in comparison to failures. To begin, researchers more often defined 
mistakes and errors in terms of lacking the mental capability and/or capacity to 
perform or execute an action (i.e., cognitive) and lacking a conceptual and/or proce-
dural understanding (i.e., misconception) than the way in which researchers defined 
failures. For instance, Ashkenazi (2017) defined mistakes as containing a “certain 
faulty logic brought about by a lack of understanding of mathematical definitions or 
principles” (p. 306). Similarly, included studies within the failure domain did not 
consider failure an accidental slip or momentary lapse in thought, while a few 
included studies within the other two domains did consider mistakes and errors as a 
form of carelessness (e.g., Tarawneh and Almomani 2013). Together, these insights 
may imply that researchers do not view failures as associated with the mind or 
memory (i.e., cognitive structures).

On the other hand, definitions of failure seemed more often associated with one’s 
self-worth (i.e., personal deviation, emotional) and social relations than errors and 
mistakes. In other words, failure was considered as “whatever [felt] like a failure to 
the person experiencing it” (Bishop 2017, 962). Consider the following definition of 
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a “magnificent” failure offered from Katie, an assistant professor of Medical 
Humanities and Bioethics (Green et al. 2016):

I’m a big fan of what I think of as beautiful failures—say something was ambitious and 
well-intentioned, and you’re like, “That sucked! Way to go. You got that out of you!” But it 
had all kinds of great things behind it. I love that. To me, a true failure is a failure of spirit. 
It’s a failure of integrity. It’s a failure of authenticity. (p. 480)

Yet such a positive view of failure did not hold true for all definitions of failure. 
Chin (2015), for example, perceived failure to be not fitting in or belonging as a 
“real American” throughout her childhood and daily life experiences as an adult.

Another difference between the two domains of errors and mistakes and the 
domain of failures is the number of researchers that defined failures as desirable. 
The majority of these studies were grounded in Kapur’s (2008) work around pro-
ductive failure. In these studies, failure was intentionally planned as part of the 
environment for its potential to enhance individual’s learning experiences provided 
that direct instruction was subsequently provided. As employed by Trueman (2013), 
“Productive failure (Kapur 2009) is an emergent pedagogical theory that argues 
learning activities must be designed so that students reach an impasse during their 
problem-solving activities” (p. 201). As such, researchers who examined mistakes 
and errors did not intentionally design opportunities for students to learn concepts 
and practices through making errors and mistakes through novel or ill-developed 
problems.

Next, we considered differences among codes by country as the included litera-
ture spanned 39 countries (see Appendix C). Studies within the United States was 
most frequent (n = 75), followed by scholarship in Germany (n = 15) and the United 
Kingdom (n = 12). In looking at the map of studies by codes, there are no clear pat-
terns, which implies that studies regarding failures, mistakes, and errors are of a 
global concern and one perspective or code is not more prevalent in any particular 
region. For example, studies coded as cognitive were conducted in 17 different 
countries including the Czech Republic, Taiwan, Nigeria, Turkey, South Africa, 
Canada, and Germany.

In terms of discipline or subject area, mathematics was the most common across 
the three domains of failures, errors, and mistakes. More specifically, mathematics 
was most often considered in terms of students’ misconceptions and cognitive dis-
cord (37% and 18%, respectively), as well as how to support students through inten-
tionally designing for student failures (i.e., desirable; 35%). Second-language 
acquisition (SLA) studies were the second most common discipline examined 
within each domain. Particularly, SLA was often viewed as deviation from some 
norm of a second language (54%) and as having no awareness of one’s failures, 
mistakes, and/or errors in speaking or writing (18%). Science, physics most often, 
was also a common discipline viewed within each of the domains. On the other 
hand, scholarship within the disciplines of medical and fine arts (e.g., music, art) 
was most often grounded in the domain of failure. In addition, there were few stud-
ies within the fields of engineering and technology as we expect that many studies 
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in these two disciplines are not at the individual level but at an organizational level 
(e.g., start-up company) or on the failures, errors, and mistakes themselves.

Postsecondary students (i.e., undergraduates and graduates) were the most com-
mon age group to be examined across the three domains with 45% in the domain of 
failures and 43% in the domain of errors. Studies including an adult population 
most often considered the domain of failure (70%). Conversely, in considering stu-
dents at the elementary (grades K-6; ages 5–12) and secondary (grades 7–12; ages 
12–18) school levels, a higher percentage of studies examined students’ errors (46% 
and 50%, respectively) within a particular discipline. In looking at similarities and 
differences by code, the highest percentage of studies for secondary and postsec-
ondary students were coded as deviation from a norm, 31% for both age groups. 
Differences between the two age groups were noted in terms of the discipline as the 
majority of studies with secondary students were deviation from a norm in STEM- 
related fields such as mathematics (e.g., Makonye and Luneta 2014), while studies 
with postsecondary students were deviations from a norm in SLA (i.e., written and 
spoken language; e.g., Nuruzzaman et al. 2018). For studies with elementary-aged 
students, the majority of studies were in relation to misconceptions (31%) and cog-
nitive dissonances (23%). Studies coded as pedagogy were only considered with the 
educational workforce. Similarly, a higher percentage of scholarship coded as pro-
cess (six of nine) were examined with an adult population. Therefore, failures, 
errors, and mistakes may be analyzed as an end state in K-12 and postsecondary 
education settings as opposed to action and behaviors toward reaching an end state. 
Lastly, studies that considered the impact of designing for student failures (i.e., 
desirable) were situated more often with secondary-aged students (45%) than 
elementary- aged students (5%). This raises the question as to whether or not young 
children are able to developmentally handle failures or are we avoiding such 
instances to protect young children from what we perceive as negative experiences 
(Lottero-Perdue and Parry 2017a).

18.4.5  Our Research

Over the past 3 years, we have examined how youth aged 9–14 years of age and 
educators across a variety of educational contexts have experienced and discussed 
the role of failure through making and tinkering activities (i.e., tasks that encourage 
the creation of a digital and/or physical object for purposeful or playful means). We 
have collected (a) survey data from 107 educators, (b) interviews from 13 educators, 
(c) interviews from 133 youths (43 in public school setting, 46 in weeklong infor-
mal summer camp, and 44 in informal drop-in exploration), and (d) 336 point-of- 
view videos from youth (223 in public school, 49 in museum, and 54 in after-school 
program). Similar to the majority of researchers in this systematic review, we 
defined failure as an experience in which the intended or expected result of the 
maker deviates from the actual outcome (Simpson et al. 2019). We also contend 
there is a range of failure experiences in making from a miniscule failure (e.g., LED 
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does not light up) to a global failure (e.g., product does not work in final presenta-
tion). In other words, failures are part of the making process and typically lead to 
informed or exploratory design changes (Simpson et  al. 2017). From across this 
data set, we considered in what ways our findings contribute to our current under-
standing of how failures, mistakes, and errors have been defined and researched, as 
well as our working definition of failures in making and tinkering contexts.

One of our assumptions entering our exploratory study on youths’ experiences 
with failures in making contexts was that youth would consider failures as detri-
mental or negative and to be associated with negative emotional states and dimin-
ished sense of belongingness (e.g., Heyd-Metzuyanim 2015). While in some 
instances this was the case, our cumulative research with youth showed otherwise 
(Simpson et al. 2018, 2019). Youth in our study were often resilient and not averse 
to failures and expressed how failures throughout a process of making typically led 
to opportunities to learn from their errors and mistakes; to make improvements; and 
to gain understanding of what works and does not work in particular situations. For 
example, at the conclusion of a coding project, Penny and Joan reflected upon their 
project – a piano slide:

If we could redo it, we would switch our design around. First of all, the slide would have 
been all one piece instead of two. Secondly, we would not have used a golf ball. Lastly, we 
would have made stronger doors so that they would not bend. We were upset that this proj-
ect did not work, but we know this is a really good learning experience.

Failure was often viewed by youth as giving up on a project and/or yourself, or 
as not trying hard enough (i.e., effort), which was rarely observed in our study. As 
stated by Juan:

Mistake is when you go back, and fix it, and learn from it. Failure is where you make a 
mistake and give up on it. You don’t try to fix it and you don’t learn from it.

However, such views of failures may not have been expressed or experienced by 
all youth as we observed instances of failure avoidance or moments in which youth 
asked for help before trying any part of the making process (Simpson et al. 2019). 
This was often expressed as “Can you help me?” In constructing a car using LEGO 
and littleBits, Joseph asked for help prior to attempting a part of the design 16 
times in about a 30-min time period. This equates to asking for help every 2 min. 
Dweck and Reppucci (1973) described this as learned helplessness, a perception of 
a situation that is beyond one’s control. We hypothesize that instances of failure 
avoidance are associated with negative views of failures within academic contexts 
(e.g., failed a test) and the educator-youth power dynamic in that the educator is 
viewed as an “expert” and tends to “rescue” youths from experiencing failures 
(Lottero-Perdue and Parry 2017a). However, in the case of Joseph, his request for 
help was not always responded to by an educator; yet, Joseph continued construct-
ing his car.

Within our video data, we considered types of failures within the process of mak-
ing and tinkering. Consistent with our definition, we observed failures that we con-
sidered deviations from some norm. For example, while turning a crank of a music 
box, the generator did not seem to be producing sound waves. Cameron attended to 
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this failure by stating “Why is this not working?” In other words, Cameron expected 
the music box to produce sound waves; thus, the failure was a deviation from this 
standard. Additionally, failures were noted as aesthetic failures or failures in which 
the look of the object did not meet students’ expectations. This would be coded as a 
deviation from a personal norm or standard. We also observed instances of this code 
when youth verbalized failures as a personal experience. As an illustration, Chris 
was designing a 3D chess piece when he stated to the educator, “I’m doing the chess 
piece and every time I revolve it, it doesn’t have the flat thing at the top and I’ve 
done it three times now.” Note the use of I as we considered these to be attributing 
failure to one’s self, a personal deviation.

Conversely, we witnessed youths’ experiences of failure that did not align well 
with our definition, nor that of our codes from our systematic literature review. One 
was due to understanding how to use tools, materials, or resources appropriately 
(e.g., adhesives, software programs, yarn, and fabric), while another was lacking the 
strength and/or fine motor skills to be successful with tools, materials, and resources. 
For example, youth throughout our study had a difficult time with sewing projects 
as they lacked the skill to thread a needle, knot the end of the conductive thread, 
and/or insert the needle into the hole of a LilyPad. As another instance, as part of a 
tabling activity, youth struggled with punching a hole into a piece of tin. As a last 
example, this one of the former, Zeus attempted to cut off a piece of cardboard using 
a “pizza cutter” knife, which she finally determined was pointless in that the tool 
was not doing the job intended. We also witnessed failures due to the tools, materi-
als, and resources available to youth. For instance, youths were asked to cut through 
tennis shoes using dull, kid-friendly scissors. After several attempts, Bob expressed 
frustration in his tone of voice. “I can’t cut this [shoe]. Can someone help me?” 
Many youths within this activity noted, “we need better scissors.”

In our work with educators, the survey indicated a balanced view of failure – 
positive (e.g., learning) and negative (e.g., frustrated) sentiments and outcomes. 
They acknowledge that such sentiments and outcomes are dependent on individual 
students, who they are and their previous experiences with failures in any context. 
Educators often reported not using the word failure but similar words such as chal-
lenges, obstacles, and setbacks and often framed failure as part of an iteration and 
an opportunity to improve (Maltese et  al. 2018). Yet, educators in our study did 
consider where and how students would experience challenges and struggles during 
making contexts, but do not typically think of these moments as planning for fail-
ures (i.e., desirable). This is illustrated in the following quote by an educator who 
facilitated a summer camp at a science museum:

I think I am often thinking about what are kids capable of, or likely capable of, and then 
keeping the activities right on the cusp of what they’re able to do or not do, and knowing it’s 
going to be really hard, and then building in supports within the lessons of like these are 
extra things that you can… . If you consider part of that struggle as failure, like on a really 
minor tiny scale, then I suppose maybe I had planned for it. But I guess I’d always thought 
about it more as making things challenging, or giving the kids a challenge. And thought 
about that as one broad category, rather than a series of failures.
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This quote also highlights the complexity in terminology, here the difference in 
failures, challenges, and struggles.

Educators in our study also expressed obstacles (or failures) around students’ 
knowledge of a particular tool or material and/or having the fine motor skills to use 
a tool appropriately, as well as moments when a tool and/or software itself did not 
work. As an example of the latter, “I think of blowing up the Arduino boards, which 
happens a few times. I guess I don’t think of like kids’ failure. I’m thinking of like 
the technology failure.” Some educators expressed struggles more often with tech-
nological tools students are not familiar than with “crafty/recycled material” in 
which students are more likely to try to figure out how to fix an issue.

18.5  Conclusion and Recommendations

Taken together, we have realized the difficulty in defining failure within the context 
of making. This sentiment was shared by others (e.g., Carr 2013; Farrell and Hooker 
2009; Simpson and Maltese 2017). As stated by Carr (2013), “failure is difficult, 
maybe impossible, to define” (p. 2). Through our research, we contend that our defi-
nition of failure should be broadened to include deviations largely – deviation from 
a norm such an end goal vocalized by an educator, the end goal established as a peer 
group, or deviation from a known use of tools, resources, and technological devices, 
as well as a deviation from a personal norm or standard. We have further contem-
plated our use of the term failures throughout the process because as stated by 
Lottero-Perdue and Parry (2017a), “failures are not mistakes … failure is negative” 
(p. 49). Would miniscule failures (i.e., deviations) be better termed as mistakes or 
errors, mistakes or errors that holistically lead to a global failure? Or should we 
consider if individuals experience moments of mistakes or errors prior to miniscule 
failures during making activities? As argued by Dahlin, Chuang, and Roulet (2018), 
failures “range from small technical errors and mistakes to product breakdowns to 
large-scale disasters” (p. 1) [emphasis added]. We further contemplate this shift in 
language from failures to mistakes or errors within the process of making as the 
term failure seems to be associated with one’s self-worth more often that the term 
mistake or error, at least as identified within our literature review.

As such, in considering the similarities and differences among the three terms 
within the included research studies and commentaries, there appears to be a dis-
tinction between failures and mistakes, and errors in that failures are more often 
defined as more personal and self-defined while mistakes and errors as a deficit in 
one’s cognitive ability. Failure is experienced and known by individuals (e.g., proj-
ect does not meet self-imposed goals) and potentially others (e.g., code does not run 
during presentation), while mistakes and errors may be unknown or hidden to an 
individual but not to others (e.g., mathematical miscalculation). Moreover, there is 
much research on productive failure (e.g., Kapur 2008) in which designing for  
failure, and supporting individuals through this failure, is considered within the 
broader learning context. There is not a similar argument for productive mistakes 
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nor productive errors. On the other hand, across the domains, they shared a common 
definition as a deviation from some norm or standard way of being, acting, and/or 
behaving and a deviation from what is expected as appropriate or “correct” as 
defined by society, an institution, a discipline, an authority figure, and so forth.

In terms of future research studies, one could expand upon our search to include 
additional terms such as obstacles, setbacks, and challenges as these seemed to be 
used more often by the educators in our study. Two, it is not clear whether planning 
for failures (i.e., productive failure; Kapur 2008) within making contexts is a com-
mon practice. As noted by our research, this is typically not something considered 
in designing activities. What might be the implications of ensuring that youth expe-
rience failure during making to then be supported through instruction? On the other 
hand, should this experience with failure be early in the experience and be followed 
by a discussion about appropriate ways to handle and move past these experiences? 
Of these two, which may lead to greater opportunities to learn from failures, mis-
takes, and/or errors within making contexts? Three, our research highlighted how 
lacking the necessary knowledge and skills of tools, resources, and materials are 
causes of youth’s experiences with failure in making activities. We contend the dif-
ficult nature in planning such activities for youth specifically in informal spaces as 
educators do not have an understanding of youth prior to a program or drop-in ses-
sion. How might knowledge of youth in such spaces change the nature of failure? 
We argue that experiences with failures should not be due to lack of the necessary 
knowledge and skills to be successful. Four, future research should continue to 
explore how use of various terms affect students’ self-worth and motivation, and 
how this may differ based on discipline. Lastly, future studies should consider the 
role that errors and mistakes, particularly those grounded in individual’s misconcep-
tions and cognitive dissonance, may lead to experiences with failures. Does this 
occur within one activity or task, or does it span several weeks or months?
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Chapter 19
Low-Socioeconomic Status Students Turn 
Their Academic Failure to Success: 
A Synthesis of Qualitative Research

Naomi Takashiro and Clifford H. Clarke

Abstract Although many studies have examined how low-socioeconomic status 
(SES) individuals achieved academic success despite the odds, most of them focused 
on a few ethnic minorities. The purpose of our study was to include different eth-
nicities and identify what factors contributed to low-SES student academic success 
after failure with a systematic review of 19 qualitative studies, which were pub-
lished between 2000 and 2018. Our findings revealed three themes: (a) family and 
others’ support and influence, (b) motivation, and (c) learning strategies. As 
expected, a strong factor was that individuals received support and assistance from 
their family and extended family. By the same token, students also received help 
and encouragement from their teachers, tutors, peers, and school. Successful stu-
dents also had strong motivation to achieve their educational goals. However, not all 
individuals had such sources of support. Even though some students received nega-
tive feedback from their own family and others, they used it as a source of motiva-
tion to succeed. We also found that some students experienced culture shock and 
cultural adaptation to new cultures as motivation. Learning strategies was not a 
dominant theme, but some students used effective time management and application 
to manage their schoolwork. The findings in our study would contribute to research-
ers, educators, and school officials who are interested in educating disadvantaged 
students who manage to achieve academic success despite adversity.
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19.1  Introduction

Abundant previous literature showed evidence of the effect of individual socioeco-
nomic status (SES) on students’ academic achievement (e.g. Liu et  al. 2006; 
Nonoyama-Tarumi 2008; Takashiro 2017; Tomul and Savasci 2012). It is well 
known that low-SES individuals are related to low academic achievement. The 
effects of low SES are not only limited to academic achievement. Low SES influ-
ences many other factors negatively, for example, developing basic learning skills, 
learning competencies, parenting-child development, motivation, aspirations, 
expectations, and study hours (Hoffman 2003; Kariya 2004, 2010; Kariya and 
Rosenbaum 2003; Orr 2003). That is, low SES could have detrimental influences on 
individuals in the long term.

Faced with poverty, violence, dysfunctional family life, physical living condition 
(Dass-Brailsford 2005), drugs, violence, and peer issues in school (Reis et al. 2004), 
low-SES individuals are more susceptible to academic struggles and failures. 
Despite such tremendous predicaments, some low-SES individuals manage to beat 
the odds and become academically successful. Scholars have examined the contrib-
uting factors for low-SES student academic achievement. However, extant literature 
has focused on how minority students, mainly African American and Latino stu-
dents, in the USA achieved academic success despite obstacles. There is a gap in the 
literature explaining how other ethnicities, immigrant, and community college stu-
dents achieved academic excellence despite academic adversity. Examining immi-
grant students and community college students is also important because community 
college students are more likely to be from low-SES backgrounds (Horn and Nevill 
2006) and immigrants tend to fall into chronic low-income status compared to 
native-born populations (Picot and Lu 2017). That is, both groups are related to low 
SES. Investigating other ethnicities from low-SES backgrounds is also essential to 
understand how they achieve academic success in addition to Latino and African 
American students.

Further, how low-SES students experience academic difficulties and failures is 
not commonly discussed in the low-SES student academic success literature. 
Discussing how low-SES students’ academic struggles and failures would be help-
ful in understanding how they turn academic failure into success. In addition, the 
number of qualitative, systematic synthesis studies on low-SES academic success is 
inadequate. More studies are needed to synthesize the existing studies not only of 
Latino and African American ethnicities but also other perspectives as well in order 
to understand what contributes to low-SES student academic success despite aca-
demic adversity.

The purpose of our study was to synthesize a collection of qualitative research 
from low-SES individuals’ perspectives in order to understand how they achieved 
academic success despite the odds. Our research question was “What were contrib-
uting factors for low-SES students’ academic success after experiencing academic 
failure?”
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19.2  Literature Review

We summarized the current literature below on how low-SES student achieved aca-
demic success. Many studies examined how disadvantaged students, especially 
African American and Latino students, achieved academic excellence despite chal-
lenges from multiple adversities (e.g. Crisp et al. 2014; Turner and Juntune 2018; 
Williams and Bryan 2012; Williams et al. 2017).

A study done by Williams and Bryan (2012) revealed that several successful fac-
tors for African American college students were family (e.g. parents’ support), 
school (e.g. teachers’ support, good teaching, and extracurricular activities), and 
community factors (e.g. friends, neighbours’ support).

In a similar vein, research conducted by Williams and his colleagues (2017) 
examined 24 culturally diverse, low-SES middle school students. The findings 
revealed that (a) peer social capital (e.g. good relationships with high-achieving 
peers), (b) teachers who care, (c) family and community assets (e.g. support from 
adults, outside school activities), and (d) multiple streams of motivation (e.g. to live 
a better life) were factors that led to successful academic results.

Research also suggested a model for four success factors for at-risk students 
(McMillan and Reed 1994). They were (a) individual attributes (e.g. high intrinsic 
motivation and self-efficacy), (b) positive use of time (e.g. involvement in school 
and outside school activities), (c) family factors (e.g. building trust with family), 
and (d) school factors (e.g. support from teachers and counsellors).

Similarly, Reis et al. (2004) conducted a qualitative, longitudinal study for 18 
culturally diverse, economically disadvantaged, academically excellent, high school 
students to identify their success factors. The successful factors were that individual 
characteristics, such as self-belief, determination, motivation, and skills, such as 
strategies to deal with negative aspects of life, to build relationships with caring 
adults and other high-achieving friends, and to take part in advanced classes and 
extracurricular activities. Additionally, students’ previous participation in a gifted 
programme was also helpful for their success.

Some studies have been conducted on minority students besides African 
American and Latino students. These studies added cultural uniqueness to their 
studies. Kumi-Yeboah (2016) conducted a qualitative research on 60 Ghanaian-born 
high school immigrants’ academic achievement and identified several key themes: 
(a) self-regulation (e.g. I can manage my own learning.), (b) religious faith, (c) past 
personal experiences and goals (e.g. I do not want to repeat my life back home.), (d) 
the use of technology, (e) the availability of educational opportunities and resources 
(e.g. the Internet and teachers), and (f) parental support. Participants also reported 
that the negative influence, such as people’s negative perceptions of Africa helped 
them be motivated to succeed in school. 

In a similar vein, Dass-Brailsford (2005) reported how 16 low-SES African stu-
dents in South Africa achieved academic excellence in college as follows: (a) indi-
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viduals’ attributes (e.g. goal orientation, self-motivation, and initiative), (b) support 
from families and role models, and (c) support from schools and communities. 
Dass-Brailsford also reported the role of spirituality (e.g. going to church and prac-
tising ancestral worship) was important for the participants.

Trieu and Jayakody (2018) conducted a study about ethnic minority’s educa-
tional success for 10th to 12th grade students in Vietnam. From the qualitative part 
of the study, they found (a) individuals’ positive attitude towards education and (b) 
various support from immediate and extended family, school, and peers from the 
same ethnicity. They also reported that some parents lived separately from children 
to make a better salary for upper secondary education.

Some scholars conducted research from single-factor perspectives, such as family 
influence and students’ persistence. For example, a study done by Martin et al. (2014) 
examined common characteristics for 17 persistent community college graduates. 
Community  college students were more likely from minority and low-SES back-
grounds (Horn and Nevill 2006). Successful students had (a) clear goals, (b) strong 
motivation to succeed, (c) ability to manage external demands (e.g. managing school 
and work), and (d) self-empowerment (e.g. taking initiatives to solve problems).

By the same token, Hampton (2016) identified seven successful personal character-
istics for African American students from Grades 4 to 10 to succeed in school. The 
findings revealed the successful factors were  that (a) self-respect, (b) command of 
standard English, (c) goal-setting ability, (d) self-motivation, (e) time management 
skills, (f) consequence awareness (the ability to demonstrate a concern for outcomes), 
and (g) respect for others. He used students’ actual grades and teachers’ rating for each 
student’s characteristics in their classes instead of students’ own ratings for themselves.

Another study investigated nine impoverished Hispanic, Caucasian, and African 
American graduate students’ home environments that led to academic success (Turner 
and Juntune 2018). The findings were as follows: (a) the importance of a broad sup-
port system (e.g. unwavering support from family and teachers) and (b) academics 
became an escape (e.g. academic activities were used to escape from poverty).

In summary, the past literature commonly found that support from family, peers, 
teachers, and community and positive personal attributes were positively associated 
with low-SES student academic achievement. Other studies reported that learning 
strategies, religious faith, negative stereotypes of a certain ethnicity, and engage-
ment with extracurricular activities were related to student academic success.

What we identified from the review of literature was that (a) many studies have 
focused on Latino and African American and (b) there are inadequate numbers of 
qualitative research for low-SES student academic success with other ethnicities 
and (c) a scarcity of qualitative syntheses on low-SES student academic success.

More research is needed to understand multilayered successful factors for low- 
SES student academic achievement from different cultural backgrounds. Systematic 
qualitative studies would be ideal for synthesizing previous studies and to reflect 
low-SES students’ real voices on their academic success after failure despite adverse 
predicaments. Results from such studies would contribute to educators, school 
 officials, parents, and disadvantaged students for the goal of increasing their aca-
demic successes.
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19.3  Method

19.3.1  Data Collection

We conducted systematic qualitative research on low-SES individuals’ academic 
success by summarizing and synthesizing the data:

Systematic reviews are a method of identifying and synthesising all the available research 
evidence of sufficient quality concerning a specific subject. (Victor 2008, p. 1)

We used the electronic databases of ERIC via EBSCO and Academic Search 
Complete in order to locate relevant articles. In addition, we relied on an Internet 
search in Google Scholar and relevant journals, for example, the International 
Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education and International Journal of Educational 
Research, in order to reduce selection bias and not to overlook any relevant articles.

We used combinations of keywords including socioeconomic status, academic 
achievement, educational resilience, and qualitative study to select articles based on 
the following criteria: participants were (a) from low-SES backgrounds, (b) had 
experienced academic failure, and (c) had achieved academic success. Additionally, 
we utilized criteria for identifying low-SES participants to select articles in which 
(a) participants had a parent who had educational backgrounds in high school or 
below, (b) participants attended low-SES schools, or (c) participants grew up in a 
poor, low-income, or working-class family. Academic failure was indicated as fail-
ing in school tests, receiving bad grades, or struggling in academic work, whereas 
academic success was indicated when participants achieved higher grades, passed 
tests, or graduated and/or attended postsecondary education.

According to our search results, articles on low-SES student academic success 
and contributing factors did not appear much before the 2000s; therefore, peer- 
reviewed articles published in English from 2000 to 2018 were included. Due to the 
lack of rigorous reviews and possible lack of quality of evidence, non-peer-reviewed 
articles were not included in our study. Although some of the reviewed articles did 
not highlight low-SES student academic failures, success, and successful factors, 
they were selected as reviewed articles as long as they met our selected criteria.

Studies included in our study had two types of data as follows: (a) research con-
sisting of participants’ responses, such as interviews, and (b) data consisting of 
general conclusions based on participants’ data. Selected articles included (a) par-
ticipants’ perspectives on their academic success and failure and (b) participants’ 
descriptions of their academic experience retroactively. Excluded articles included 
(a) parental perspectives on their children’s academic success and failure and (b) 
participants with disabilities. Consequently, we selected 19 articles for review and 
the study characteristics of each are listed in the appendix.
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19.3.2  Data Analysis

On the selected articles, we employed content analysis for our systematic qualita-
tive research. Our analysis was guided by the research question “What are the con-
tributing factors for low-SES student academic success after academic failure?”. 
The first author read each article several times for familiarity and entered the rele-
vant data in Word with annotations. Then she identified the similarities among the 
notes. She grouped these similarities together. Then she consulted with the second 
author about the grouping of the similarities and the relevancy of the data to the 
research question. The first author then named the groups in order to answer the 
research question. The first author again shared her groupings and tentative themes 
with the second author to seek his opinion. When we had disagreement during the 
grouping of notes according to their similarities and created themes, we discussed 
the issues until they were resolved.

19.4  Results

Succinct characteristics of the reviewed articles are described before presenting the 
results below. Most reviewed articles on low-SES student academic success and 
their contributing factors were written from North American perspectives. 
Researchers commonly studied Latino and/or African American in 70% of the arti-
cles. The reviewed articles included individuals who were in higher education or 
already had higher education degrees (90%). The analysed articles are using inter-
views and focus groups as a common data source approach (80%).

Before presenting the results, participants’ academic struggles or failures are 
succinctly shown here. The examples of feelings that the participants had are shame, 
embarrassment, regret, and even trapped. Cabrera and Padilla (2004) reported that 
when a Mexican heritage individual misunderstood her class assignment and 
brought a bag of cherries by mistake, “My classmates laughed, and I was, needless 
to say, very embarrassed (2004, p. 157)”. In a similar vein, students who took tests 
and failed a second time in Canada said, “I was pretty upset about it…” (Kearns 
2011, p. 118) and a Jamaican student who also failed a test twice felt “regret, rebuke 
and rejection” (Dole 2014, p. 148). A Dominican student who was mistreated by her 
American co-workers in the workplace due to her inadequate English abilities felt 
“…like a slave” (Reynoso 2008, p. 405). Despite the negative experiences that the 
participants had gone through, they used contributing factors that led them to 
achieve academic success.

N. Takashiro and C. H. Clarke



369

19.4.1  Contributing Factors Linked to Academic Success

Three themes emerged from our analyses as contributing factors for low-SES indi-
viduals’ academic success as follows: (a) family and others’ support and influence, 
(b) motivation, and (c) learning strategies.

19.4.1.1  Supportive Influence from Others

The first theme was family and others’ support and influence. The theme had three 
subcategories: (a) family and extended family’s support, (b) school support, and (c) 
community support. Thirteen articles indicated family and extended family’s support.

19.4.1.1.1 Family and Extended Family’s Support

Support from parents was most frequently described in the literature. Examples of 
family support were: “…my parents pushing me all the time” (Kenny et al. 2002, 
p. 172) and “My parents helped me; they told me to study, even if they could not 
help me” (Casanova 2012, p. 393). Support from mothers was more evident than 
fathers’. When a Taiwanese student was denied a graduate school’s admission and 
did not want to try again, he said,

…my mother encouraged me to study… [My mother] asked me to study…Anyway, [she] 
just told me I must study. (Pan and Yi 2011, p. 377)

Most selected articles described parents who gave them emotional support, such as 
strong beliefs, inspiration, and high expectations. Two articles indicated parents’ direct 
involvement with their children. An immigrant mother tried to create a good study 
environment for her daughter by telling family members to be quiet (Rezai et al. 2015). 
A Korean father’s involvement in  teaching math and how to think to his child was 
rewarded when his child later became a Science Olympian (Cho and Campbell 2010).

Another finding was that the presence of a child gave a parent support to succeed. 
A newborn daughter became an emotional support for a student-mother to develop 
a positive image and to earn degrees (Reynoso 2008). Some participants received 
support from their extended families, such as grandmothers and grandfathers (i.e. 
Dole 2014) for their commitment to religion.

19.4.1.1.2 School Support

Support from schools was identified in the selected literature. Support from teachers 
was reported in 11 articles. Teachers gave students strong beliefs, inspiration, 
encouragement, and praise and were role models. For example, a teacher made a 
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great impact on a student’s life as indicated in Dole’s (2014) study. A Jamaican 
female student reported:

It is because of the attitudes of these teachers, which influences who I am as a teacher today. 
(Dole 2014, p. 151)

High-quality instruction and high expectations from teachers were also identi-
fied. A high school student reported:

…but if we were to do slum work, she would notice that and she would want more from 
us… we know not to do slum work and so we don’t do it. And that will help us in college. 
(Tomlinson and Jarvis 2014, p. 203)

Sometimes teachers go beyond their roles and work on behalf of students. A 
teacher made an indigenous Chilean student change her easy choice of curricular, 
because such a track would not be helpful for her future (Webb 2018).

Tutorial assistance was reported by four studies. Tutors were described as help-
ful, skilful, accessible, and supportive. For example, a student in South Africa who 
participated in an accounting programme after tertiary education indicated:

… [the tutors] were still accessible for us; we could call them if we were doing a course and, 
then [when] you struggled, you can still call them. (Barac 2015, p. 89)

Participants identified counsellors, advisors, and principals who helped. They 
were described as knowledgeable, dedicated, and empathetic. For example, a 
Mexican- descendent student studying at a community college had an advisor who 
had gone through the same negative experiences. The student reported about the 
advisor, “He comes up to me and says, you can do it, I don’t want to see you leave” 
(Reyes III 2009, p. 113). A school principal raised an educational fund for an undoc-
umented student going to college (Garcia and Tierney 2011).

Peers and friends were also identified as supportive, important, helpful, and 
encouraging in seven articles. A student described his peers from the same low 
socioeconomic backgrounds:

…then I found others like me from peripheral neighbourhoods of Santiago, our social back-
grounds united us… so we helped each other, supported each other. (Webb 2018, p. 13)

Some participants in five articles found that institutional support (i.e. orienta-
tions, financial aids, educational programmes, and student organizations) was help-
ful for their academic success, for example, the availability of financial support 
(Wirth and Padilla 2008).

19.4.1.1.3 Community Support

Support and inspiration from community (i.e. guest speakers, church, community, 
and workplace) was documented in seven articles. Some participants felt inspired, 
bonded, were encouraged and learned some skill sets. Some were inspired by role 
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models who had similar backgrounds as they did. Listening to success stories from 
role models made them believe that they could also be successful (i.e. Barac 2015; 
Reyes III 2009). Another source of support was co-workers. A Dominican student 
who established rapport with her co-workers reported:

I have established supportive relationships in the restaurant where I work as a waitress. 
They are my friends, and they encourage me to get a college education. (Reynoso 2008, 
p. 420)

19.4.1.2  Motivation

The second theme was motivation, and it had four subcategories: (a) self- motivation, 
(b) motivation from outside sources, (c) overcoming negative influence from others, 
and (d) adjusting to a new culture.

19.4.1.2.1 Self-Motivation

Self-motivation was frequently seen in the reviewed literature. The participants 
expressed determination (11 articles), confidence (9 articles), and enjoyment (2 
articles). Determination was mostly seen, for example, in a study of a Dominican 
community college student:

I have experienced many academic and personal difficulties. However, I am determined to 
achieve my dreams. (Reynoso 2008, p. 425)

Some students developed self-confidence in their academic abilities (Olive 
2008). One study identified enjoyment that a Hispanic college student would spend 
his time reading encyclopaedias during the breaks in the workplace (Cavazos 
et al. 2010).

19.4.1.2.2 Motivation from Outside Sources

In addition to self-motivation, most participants expressed their motivation was 
influenced by external factors in 18 journals. The importance of education and 
school was frequently reported in the literature. Some participants identified the 
importance of education due to their family members’ hardships in life. They 
learned that education was necessary by watching their parents engage in physical 
labours and that they did not want to repeat a similar life. A student indicated that:

But I saw how my mama was. She was in the streets, had her baby young, and I was like, 
‘She’s in jail, so not that path [for me].’ That’s how I got interested in school. (Reddick et al. 
2011, p. 611)
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Several participants indicated that their parents told them the importance of edu-
cation and high expectation. A Taiwanese student mentioned:

My father expects me to study harder. Otherwise, [I] will become a construction worker like 
him. That is hard and exhaustive work, so he doesn’t want me to be like him. (Pan and Yi 
2011, p. 378)

Some participants realized that education was essential in order to have a better 
job and a better life. Some expressed their desires to climb up the socioeconomic 
ladder. An African American female who had grown up in a low-SES family was 
motivated by “trying to get away from where I came from” (Griffin 2006, p. 391) 
and another Jamaican student mentioned:

Did I want to continue living in the low socioeconomic group? Did I want to be jobless and 
hopeless? And the answers were no. (Dole 2014, p. 146)

Others were motivated to go to postsecondary education to take care of their 
family financially (e.g. Cabrera and Padilla 2004; Olive 2008).

Religious faith, helping others, and social responsibilities were reported as moti-
vation by some participants. They were spiritually motivated. Some of the students 
sought guidance from God and church for their motivation (Dole 2014; Kenny et al. 
2002; Reynoso 2008). Some individuals were motivated to help others by using 
knowledge gained in postsecondary education (Olive 2008; Reddick et  al. 2011; 
Reynoso 2008), and others wanted to help people because they were helped in the 
past and had some altruistic attitudes (Cavazos et al. 2010; Dole 2014; Rezai et al. 
2015; Wirth and Padilla 2008).

19.4.1.2.3 Overcoming Negative Influence from Others

Not all low-SES students had supportive family members and school staff. Some 
participants were discouraged from attending higher education from their own fam-
ily, extended members (six articles), and others (four articles). Negative feedback 
from family and extended family members included a grandmother’s disbelief about 
an African female participant’s ability (Dole 2014) and a Latino father threatened to 
disown his daughter from his family for applying to college (Cavazos et al. 2010). 
Another Mexican-descendent first-year student was told by her extended family that 
education was a waste of time and that she should get married (Reyes III 2009). 
Morales (2018) explained that male figures in the family resisted their daughters or 
spouses’ academic engagement because they were afraid that education might 
become an obstacle for their female roles and responsibilities.

Some students faced negative influences from outside of family members, 
including a teacher’s disbelief, peer pressure, and co-workers’ mistreatment (i.e. 
Dole 2014; Olive 2008; Reynoso 2008). Although negative influences tried to thwart 
their education, students used them as a source of motivation. The students praised 
their own previous academic excellence, ignored negativities, felt determined to 
succeed, and avoided negative parental disappointment (Casanova 2012; Dole 2014; 
Olive 2008; Reynoso 2008; Reyes III 2009) as strategies to turn family and others’ 
negative attitudes into motivation for academic success.
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Some minority students faced negative messages of being a certain minority, 
such as African American, African, and Latino. Despite the negative feedback from 
others, some were motivated to do well in school because they tried to disapprove 
stigmatizations of a certain ethnicity. A male student’s quote clearly indicated:

What motivates me more than wanting to, because I am not in it for the money, having 
grown up as a migrant farm worker I’ve been humbled, so it’s not the money, it’s mainly 
getting rid of that stereotype, showing what can come from [this area], what can come from 
the Mexican-American race. (Cavazos et al. 2010, p. 181)

19.4.1.2.4 Adjusting to a New Culture

Adjusting to a new culture was identified in three articles. For example, indigenous 
Chilean students expressed their struggles and efforts in adjusting to the cultural 
environment and high standards of an elite university (Webb 2018). One indigenous 
student adjusted himself to an elite university’s culture by associating with his own 
low-SES peers but also with high-SES peers who had common interests with him. 
Although he initially felt out of place, the student managed to associate with high- 
SES students due to the possible advantages of working with them, which was rec-
ommended by his friends (Webb 2018).

Developing English proficiency and becoming familiar with a new culture was 
some immigrant students’ source of motivation. A Dominican student came to the 
USA and made cultural adjustments and developed his language skills. The student 
mentioned:

Although I have adapted to the American culture, I’m still very Dominican, very Dominican. 
(Reynoso 2008, p. 40)

19.4.1.3  Learning Strategies

The third theme was learning strategies, which were found in three articles. Although 
this theme was not as dominant when compared to the other two themes, learning 
strategies helped some individuals to have academic success in three articles. This 
theme had two subcategories: (a) time management and (b) applications.

19.4.1.3.1 Time Management

A student father mentioned time management:

…I leave the house at six in the morning, study on the [long] bus ride in, I don’t lose time 
in social gatherings … I organize my time… I work in a cooler storage, and I have a son so 
I have to give time to him too”. (Webb 2018, p. 15)

The student seemed to manage with work, study, and family. He somewhat 
seemed to know how to allocate his time properly. Although he did not spend  
any time in social gatherings with his peers, he seemed to manage his busy life.  
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A community college student in Reynoso’s (2008) study admitted that he was not 
good at balancing social, family, and school life and did not know how to manage 
his time. Due to stress and little rest, his health was deteriorating. He eventually 
learned how to allocate his time properly, the situation got better.

19.4.1.3.2 Applications

A student used an application learning strategy to study for her English classes. The 
community college student reported:

I strongly believe that to learn English, one has to connect it to an academic discipline. 
(Reynoso 2008, p. 425)

The student further explained that she tried to learn English using her interests 
rather than learning just grammar. Through interests and other applications, the stu-
dent attempted to learn a subject more effectively than by just memorizing and 
repeating things.

19.5  Discussion

We synthesized the existing qualitative studies to find out what contributed to low- 
SES students’ academic success after failure.

Students from low-SES backgrounds experienced academic struggles but 
achieved academic success despite adversity. One can easily imagine that these stu-
dents’ academic success is extraordinary and they cannot easily obtain such accom-
plishments. According to McMillan and Reed (1994), successful at-risk students 
believe that their challenging surroundings, such as family, school, and neighbour-
hood, do not critically influence their academic successes or failures.

We found three contributing factors for low-SES student academic success. The 
contributing themes were (a) supportive influence from others, (b) motivation, and 
(c) learning strategies. The reviewed studies showed the evidence that these factors 
intertwined with one another. These factors seem to buffer the negative aspects of 
low-SES characteristics and to maximize student academic success.

19.5.1  Supportive Influence from Others

Family and extended family members’ support and influence, especially parental 
support was found frequently in the reviewed articles. Among parents, maternal 
support was commonly identified. Low-SES parents’ support and influence in rela-
tion to academic achievement are in line with other literature (e.g. Dass-Brailsford 
2005; Kumi-Yeboah 2016; McMillan and Reed 1994). Most low-SES students 
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described their parents as giving them high expectations, emotional support, strong 
beliefs, and inspiration.

Our study found that low-SES individuals appreciated such parents’ support. 
Parents of successful at-risk students exercised pressure on their children in order 
for them to achieve academic success due to holding higher expectations for their 
children’s education than their own. Establishing good rapport and caring attach-
ment with parents seem to be successful academic factors for children (McMillan 
and Reed 1994). Dedicated parents provide support, informal counselling, and 
assistance to guide their children to succeed in school (McMillan and Reed 1994) 
although they had lower educational attainments and few educational resources. 
Mothers tend to be the primary caregivers for children, and their support is espe-
cially important for children.

Besides parents, the role of other family and extended family members should 
not be ignored. Turner and Juntune (2018) identified that supportive family mem-
bers are necessary for their children from an early age to succeed academically. 
McMillan and Reed (1994) also argued that most successful at-risk students estab-
lish a close trusting relationship with any family member who gives them support 
and attention. This indicates that positive, supportive relationships with adults may 
mitigate the effect of low educational attainment of parents.

Although support from parents is essential for their children’s academic success, 
parental support alone should not be overly emphasized, especially for grown-up 
children. Cabrera and Padilla (2004) found that parental aspiration for their children 
to go to higher education is insufficient. Even though a Mexican mother gave her 
child unwavering support, the child would not have gone to college without learning 
about college opportunities from her counsellors and tutors. Individuals who have 
such knowledge should provide and guide low-SES students through higher 
education.

School support such as teachers, counsellors, tutors, and peers was seen com-
monly in the selected literature. Most respondents described them as encouraging, 
supportive, and helpful. School support in our findings is consistent with others’ 
(e.g. Crisp et al. 2014; McMillan and Reed 1994; Reis et al. 2004). Academically 
competent at-risk students appear to find support mostly in school (McMillan and 
Reed 1994) in addition to home. Professional competence and good interpersonal 
relations are essential qualifications as teachers and counsellors. Such individuals 
have higher expectations and provide support to students (McMillan and Reed 
1994). Tutors also have similar roles to those of teachers and counsellors. Teachers, 
counsellors, and tutors gave low-SES students invaluable knowledge and support 
towards their academic achievement. They provide complementary support that 
low-SES parents cannot provide, such as tutoring and giving guidance on colleges.

Peers are also important because they provide different emotional support and 
guidance that parents may not be able to give. Especially associating with other 
high-achieving peers is essential for students to maintain their high standards. 
Reis et al. (2004) found that associating with high-achieving peers is one of the 
successful factors for high-achieving, low-SES high school students. It appears 
that students built a sense of trust when they interacted with teachers, peers 
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(McMillan and Reed 1994), and other school staff. Having good relationships 
with peers and school staff also seems to be important for low-SES students’ 
academic success.

The institutional support found in our study was orientations, financial aids, edu-
cational programmes, and student organizations. Institutional support in our find-
ings is also consistent with Crisp and her colleagues’ (2014) systematic study. 
McMillan and Reed (1994) indicated that involvement with extracurricular activi-
ties at school creates opportunities for connecting with peers and may contribute to 
the growth of one’s self-esteem.

Role models, church members, community members, and co-workers were 
found as community supporters and inspirations in our study. Such community sup-
port is also consistent with previous studies (e.g. Crisp et al. 2014; Dass-Brailsford 
2005). Although some students never interacted with successful individuals, they 
perceived them as role models. Role models who achieve high educational goals 
were seen as inspirational especially for stigmatized and minority groups 
(Morgenroth et al. 2015).

19.5.2  Motivation

Self-motivation was frequently described in the reviewed studies. The findings in 
our study are congruent with others’ (e.g. Dass-Brailsford 2005; McMillan and 
Reed 1994; Reis et al. 2004; Williams et al. 2017). The successful students in our 
study were motivated to succeed and felt responsible for their own achievement. 
Successful at-risk students accept their academic failure as their own fault rather 
than others. They take initiatives to succeed and give credit to their own perfor-
mance. Despite the negative environments they are in, they are optimistic and con-
fident about their future and have realistic long-term goals (McMillan and Reed 
1994). In our study, we found some students valued the importance of education. 
They learned that from their own negative experiences or from family hardships. 
When these students faced such difficult experiences, these experiences strength-
ened the importance of education (McMillan and Reed 1994).

The students realized having higher education degrees would bear fruits in the 
future. It could bring a good job with income, knowledge, and various opportuni-
ties. Using the power of education, they were interested in helping others and family 
members financially. Growing up in a low-SES family, they saw having better edu-
cation as a way to climb up the socioeconomic ladder.

Religious faith was commonly identified among African students in our study. 
Some participants used faith, which was influenced by their family members, and 
others took initiatives to use faith to cope with difficulties. Our findings are congru-
ent with some studies (Dass-Brailsford 2005; Kumi-Yeboah 2016).

Dass-Brailsford (2005) found that faith was associated with high-achieving low- 
SES African students in South Africa. African Americans who actively practice reli-
gious faith accomplish higher socioeconomic status than those who do not (Hill 1993).
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19.5.2.1  Overcoming Negative Feedback from Others

Several students turned negative experiences from their own family members and 
outside of family members to motivation to achieve in our study. Some students 
faced low expectation, discouragement, mistreatment, and disbelief from their fam-
ily members and others. The findings are in line with other studies (Crisp et  al. 
2014; Kumi-Yeboah 2016; Reis et al. 2004). Reis et al. (2004) discussed how deal-
ing with family hardships and their surrounding environments helped high- achieving 
low-SES students develop new strategies and strength to achieve despite these hard-
ships. Some successful low-SES students have gone through difficulties in life and 
learned how to make sense of the world and perceived negative influence as not 
important but rather as opportunities (Dass-Brailsford 2005). Especially African 
American and Latino students faced negative stereotypes from others. However, 
they used the unfavourable feedback as a source of motivation. African American 
students used their ethnic background (Griffin 2006) and Latino students used pride 
(Cabrera and Padilla 2004) as contributing factors to their academic success.

19.5.2.2  Adjusting to a New Culture

We found that some students had adjusted to new cultures after experiencing cul-
tural and language obstacles. One finding was a low-SES individual’s cultural 
adjustment to a high-SES elite university. The other finding was immigrant stu-
dents’ cultural and language adaptation to new host cultures. It appears that these 
students experienced culture shock but eventually adapted to different cultures. 
Cultural adjustment is not commonly discussed in low-SES students’ academic suc-
cess studies because few authors examined this aspect. According to Winkelman 
(1994), when the participants entered different cultures, they felt various negative 
psychological reactions, such as confusion, fear, difficulty, and frustration, which 
are typical culture shock characteristics. Managing culture shock is a key for stu-
dent success. The students in the reviewed studies seemed to manage culture shock 
through maintaining family and existing friendships and establishing new relation-
ships with peers. These relationships were likely to have helped the students develop 
their self-esteem and characteristics that fulfilled personal and emotional needs 
(Winkelman 1994). Their new cultural adaptation skills served as success factors for 
their academic achievements.

19.5.3  Learning Strategies

Learning strategies was also found to be a contributing factor for low-SES student 
academic success although it was not a dominant theme in our study. Weinstein and 
Mayer (1986) wrote:
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…learning strategies, can be defined as behaviors and thoughts that a learner engages in 
during learning and that are intended to influence the learner’s encoding process. (p. 315)

The findings of our study are in line with others’ (Renzulli 2015; Robbins et al. 
2004). Learning strategies are important skills for students. Renzulli’s (2015) quali-
tative research revealed that college students who were on academic probation did 
not have good study skills and time management skills for learning. Given meta- 
analytic evidence by Robbins et al. (2004), academic-related skills, such as time 
management, and study skills were positively related to college students’ GPA. Other 
research results found evidence that college students who set goals and priorities, 
made plans and schedules, perceived control of time, and preferred an organized 
workspace had higher academic achievement (Macan et  al. 1990). Macan et  al. 
(1990) also found that college students who perceived control of time and preferred 
an organized workspace and projects were less likely to feel stress. Successful stu-
dents have time management skills, such that when they do feel stress, it is under 
their control. Since time is limited for busy students, the issue is how to use their 
time wisely. Utilizing good learning strategies and skills is important for college 
student academic success.

19.5.4  Academic Failure Turned into Success

Here are some examples of how low-SES individuals who experienced academic 
failures or struggles turned into academic success by using the contributing factors. 
Casanova (2012)’s case study of a female Mexican immigrant described such a 
story. Being a teenager immigrant from a low-SES family from Mexico to the USA, 
she faced embarrassment and low self-esteem about her Spanish accent and pronun-
ciation. A new teacher helped her gain confidence by believing in her and placing 
her in the right track for her English level. Although her school counsellor discour-
aged her from attending a 4-year college, she interpreted that as an error of judge-
ment. Her math teacher wrote a letter of recommendation and helped her write a 
financial aid application for college. She also established rapport with academically 
competent peers with diverse cultural backgrounds. She had been encouraged with 
unwavering support from her parents. She often thought about leaving high school 
but believed that would be a mistake. She felt that higher education would be able 
to reduce her family problems. After she became familiar with her host culture and 
developed language fluency, she became academically competent and graduated 
from a top-tier university. Her tenacity, support from home and school, and adapta-
tion of language and culture changed her situation from potential failure to success.

Another story depicted a low-SES college student’s academic and cultural strug-
gle in Webb (2018). Attending an elite university in Chile, the student had tremen-
dous academic and cultural difficulties. Being a top performer in his public 
secondary education, he must have expected to do well in higher education. 
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However, things were very different in the top-notch university. He realized that his 
public school education did not prepare him well enough to compete with his high- 
SES peers. They were from prestigious secondary schools and academically com-
petent. He had not seen these types of bright students in his life. Feeling disadvantaged 
by growing up in a poor family, he felt incompetent. Although he studied a lot by 
himself, he was unable to handle both cultural and academic struggles initially, and 
he experienced failure. However, he found some of his peers in school were helping 
and supporting one another. Using his determination, peer support, and cultural 
adaption turned around the situation.

19.6  Limitations

There are three major limitations in our study. Because we used existing studies, 
some of the reviewed articles did not specify detailed information. For example, 
some studies did not specify socioeconomic status for each participant. Instead, 
they summarized the low-SES information for the whole group of participants. 
Another limitation was that some selected articles had mostly authors’ interpreta-
tions of the results with only a few participants’ quotations. Finally, there was a 
limitation of the availability of studies. Few studies have focused on low-SES stu-
dents’ academic success after failure in different cultural contexts.

19.7  Conclusion

It is overtly quite difficult for low-SES student to accomplish academic excellence 
despite the odds. However, some manage to shine. These students have positive and 
trusting relationships with family, friends, school staff, and others. They receive 
support from family members and people from all walks of life. They have optimis-
tic views of life, long-term goals, a sense of personal responsibility, and strong 
motivations to accomplish their goals. Even when some of them face unfavourable 
judgement and feedback from their family members and others, they use them as a 
source of motivation to succeed. They also possess effective learning strategies 
and  cultural adaptation skills. Despite our limitations, our findings should shed 
some light on the existing low-SES student academic achievement literature by add-
ing some cultural aspects  that are not commonly examined in the SES literature. 
More research is needed to understand how low-SES students utilize cultural adap-
tation and learning strategy skills. We hope that our results would contribute to edu-
cators, researchers, school officials, and parents by inspiring new policies and 
practices that support their low-SES students. Our study is dedicated to those who 
are disadvantaged but who are devoted to shine and accomplish academic success 
despite academic adversity.
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Chapter 20
Errors and Mistakes in Foreign Language 
Learning: Drawing Boundaries 
from the Discourse of Argentine Teachers

Thalita Camargo Angelucci and María Isabel Pozzo

Abstract From a psychoanalytical perspective, we associate the subjective 
development of the human being with his/her appropriation of the environment 
language. This subject is hampered by words of others. In this way, we affirm that 
the subject is structured in and on a language. This issue takes an important place in 
the increasing migratory movements. In this study, we focus on the significance 
of error on the processes of teaching and learning languages. First, we present a 
theoretical review on the polysemy – plurality of meanings – of the concept of error 
in the field of foreign language teaching. Next, we discuss the first results of qualita-
tive research, which analyzes the discourse of Argentine foreign language teachers 
about the theme. We adopt the sociolinguistic perspective of Marcos Bagno and the 
methodological approach of discourse analysis. The differences between error 
and mistakes were first systematized by the studies carried out during the 1970s, 
which considered that the errors should be corrected, whereas not necessarily 
the mistakes. Nowadays, the need for correction is being replaced by a positive 
view of learners’ mistakes and errors. The discourse elicited in our interviewees 
shows a communicative vision of the errors and places the polysemy of the term in 
a secondary problem.
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20.1  Introduction1

Before a baby’s birth, it is expected that the surrounding community gives him/her 
a name, not only a proper name but also many physical and symbolic attributes. 
Words mean before one’s existence. Relying on authors’ closed to psychoanalytic 
principles, we can affirm that the human being is constituted as a subject by/into a 
language (Revuz 1992; Kristeva 1994; Benveniste 1995; Celada 2004; Coracini 
2007; Payer and Celada 2016). In subjective terms, one is because it says it is: today, 
here and now, I say that I am. In this way, the first language, or, as it is known, 
the mother tongue, provides the possibility of becoming a subject, while foreign 
languages made feasible to this subject become another one. From these premises, 
the acquisition of the first language is not only based on the embodiment – which 
literally involves mental and bodily changes, of a linguistic system – but also on the 
affections, own name and other symbolic attributes, provided from outside or, 
rather, from people who take care of this process of subjectivation. Because of this, 
the languages which would be learned later would be impregnated with these first 
and primary conditions of the subject constitution. The self belongs to itself and also 
to its language, and because we do not choose the language, we are likely to say 
“I only have one language; it is not mine” (Derrida 2012, 42). With this brief 
reflection, we want to underline the fact that there is not always a univocal relationship 
between one and one’s languages or the languages one speaks.

From our psychoanalytic position, we also assume that the subjects resist 
changes. One way of showing this resistance is in the most genuine human expres-
sion: speech. In the case of speaking a foreign language, the self affirms its identity 
by marking the new language with features of its first language. Celada (2002) 
relates it to a narcissistic fissure that the subject tries to suture. A stranger accent 
could be interpreted as a resistance that the body offers into the processes of speaking 
a new language in an intention to keep an identity. This is just one event that is 
often linked with the production of errors. The following questions arise: What is 
considered a language error? Which are the differences between errors, failures, and 
mistakes in teachers’ discourse? How could the teachers’ treatment of learners’ 
mistakes influence foreign language learning?

Research devoted to foreign language learning/acquisition errors generally 
focus on the analysis of the errors produced by the students or on the way teachers 
correct them (Alexopoulou 2006; Balcarcel 2006; Carcedo 2012; Miranda 2013; 
Sánchez Rufat 2015; Galindo Merino 2016; Amara 2018). The studies centered on 
teachers’ beliefs about students’ errors are few in number (Silva and Figueiredo 
2006; Silva Guerra Vicente and Martins Ramalho 2009; Neves 2009; Gargallo and 
Chaparro 2014). Some studies have been carried out in Latin America, but the 
subject is still a vacancy area in Argentina.

1 This chapter is part of  an  ongoing doctoral thesis in  Educational Sciences, carried out 
at  the National University of Rosario (Argentina), focused on  the analysis of  foreign language 
teachers discourse on learners’ errors.
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Thus, the aim of this chapter is to discuss Argentine teachers’ conceptions of 
error in the field of foreign language teaching and how that contributes to the stud-
ies in the area. To achieve our goal, we have first implemented a bibliographical 
review on how the concept of error has been treated throughout specialized litera-
ture, which will be presented. Second, we carried out semi-structured interviews 
with ten teachers; among these, we selected four of them, which were transcribed 
and analyzed with the contributions of the discourse analysis’ tools (Orlandi 2008; 
Pêcheux 2017). These initial results will be presented in Sect. 20.3, before the final 
considerations.

20.2  The Error Throughout the Literature of Foreign 
Language Teaching: A Polysemic Construct

First of all, there is a wide variation in the terminology used in the field of linguistic 
studies to refer to languages. To refer to “mother tongue,” “first language,” and 
“native language,” we will simply use “L1,” whereas to refer to “foreign language,” 
“additional language,” “second language,” “third language,” and “language of inheri-
tance,” we will use “L2.” We decided to use these simpler signs since we focus on 
what it is conceived as an error in the processes of teaching new languages, without 
taking into account any specificity. Beyond the nomenclature, this conceptual 
decision relies on the most important difference for us to separate the two groups: the 
fact that the first language is in the order of subject constitution and the following 
ones rely on an order already structured (Revuz 1992; Angelucci 2017).

After clarifying our conceptual choices, we organized this section into two 
subsections. First, we present the polysemy of error’s construct, that is, the main 
perspectives of classical studies on the acquisition of foreign languages from 1950 
until today. Afterward, we show the contributions of Latin American Sociolinguistics 
Studies that demystify the place of the norm in language teaching, in which the 
conception of what an error is or is not plays a relevant role.

20.2.1  Errors, Failures, and Mistakes in Foreign Language 
Teaching

Dealing with students’ mistakes is a key point in any educational activity, since it 
evidences characteristics of the teaching and learning processes involved therein. 
According to Fernández (1997), errors make up the most idiosyncratic aspect of 
language learning, and the teachers’ choices to correct them determine the success 
or failure of their students.

Pit Corder is considered the founder of the investigations in second language 
acquisition, and his book, The Significance of Learners’ Errors, published in 1967, 
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deals precisely with the issue of errors. Until the mid-1960s, error was understood 
as an index of the learning process, where fewer errors meant better learning. In this 
sense, there were two schools of thought: one suggested that a correct teaching 
method does not lead to the production of errors, while the other was based on the 
assumption that if we live in an imperfect world, it is natural and expected that 
errors occur in the learning processes (Amara 2018). Both perspectives were influ-
enced by the same logic: behavioral psychology and the Chomskyan school. The 
application of these reflections in the teaching of languages took form in the audio-
lingual method. According to Fernández (1997), the error was, then, synonymous 
with no learning.

From a behaviorist perspective, linguistic processes were understood grosso 
modo as verbal behaviors. Language was considered a product of the formation of 
habits, in other words the repetitive association between stimulus and response, 
consolidated by positive reinforcements. In this way, acquiring an L2 involved 
training a substitution of forms: replace formulas of the L1 with those of the L2. To 
achieve these exchanges of forms, scientific systematization and confrontation 
between the languages of origin and those of destination were required. This resulted 
in the appearance of a contrastive analysis research line. In this perspective, the 
error was non grata, undesirable, and should be avoided from constant exercising.

The interest of the contrastive analysis in foreseeing and, therefore, avoiding the 
production of errors had little empirical support. In practice, the contrast of the two 
linguistic systems involved in the scheme did not guarantee the cataloging and 
anticipation of all possible errors. These difficulties, added to Chomsky’s criticism 
in the 1960s2, fostered the proliferation of new proposals toward error. Among these 
new proposals, we point out two specific ones which perspectives toward error 
sometimes diverge and others converge. One perspective characterizes the errors as 
interferences from L1, while the other perspective understands them as part of the 
students’ learning strategies to form a hypothesis about L2.

Corder (1967) defends the thesis that some strategies adopted by the second 
language learner coincide with those by which the first language is acquired, which 
does not mean that the learning sequence is the same in both cases. The author sup-
ports the importance of errors in language learning from data on the acquisition of 
L1. The errors produced by children in an L1 environment follow certain learning 
stages. In this way, errors are the best evidence that the child is constructing gram-
matical rules, while the use of correct structures indicates, instead, that they are only 
repeating what they hear. This fact could also apply to the field of second language 
learning.

In this line, Corder (1967) proposes a theoretical differentiation between mis-
takes and errors with practical applicability. It is noticed that this precision of 

2 Chomsky (1959) presents a critical review in response to Skinner’s book called Verbal Behavior 
(1957) and proposes that language is acquired through the internalization of rules, not through the 
formation of habits. These problems supported the famous controversy of Chomsky-Skinner about 
the generativity of language, which has not yet been closed. For more information, see Bandini and 
De Rose (2010).
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 concepts does not always appear at a discursive level, a topic that we will resume in 
the discussion of the results. The distinction, then, had as a basic criterion the syste-
maticity of the error. The mistakes corresponded to performance errors, produced in 
moments of tension (lapses, failures, slips, or negligence), and, therefore, are non- 
systematic. In turn, errors themselves would be those of competence, the systematic 
ones. Therefore, the latter could be used by researchers and teachers to reconstruct 
the student’s knowledge in the target language. The author called transient compe-
tence to this provisional knowledge in which the learner tests hypotheses about the 
new language. Later, Selinker (1972) characterized this linguistic stage as interlan-
guage, a term widely spread in the field. In summary, the mistakes belong to the 
order of chance; ergo, only the errors should be studied.

The possibility of revealing, through errors, students’ performance in a certain 
period of their learning gives rise to the discipline known as error analysis (EA), 
which overcomes contrastive analysis. In the EA, the linguistic strategies that try to 
explain the origin of the errors are crucial. These are divided into intralingual and 
interlingual, depending on their relationship or not with the L1. Intralingual errors 
include both developmental errors – similar to those produced by children in the 
acquisition of L1 – and unique errors, produced only by L2 apprentices. In turn, 
interlingual errors respond to cases of interference from the learner’s L1.

As a consequence, addressing the error implies different nuances that, in prac-
tice, overlap and cross each other. For this reason, researchers from different periods 
have agreed on the difficulty of delimiting one and the other to turn them into reli-
able study objects, or rather, with direct applicability to the didactics of languages. 
This vision broadens the horizon and reveals more critical theoretical perspectives, 
capable of coping with the complexity that the subject demands. Instead of ques-
tioning the role of the L1, the efforts shift to assume the errors as learning indicators 
and teaching guides. In this sense, it is relevant to recall Scovel’s assertion (1988, 
177, cited in Figueiredo 2004, 50) to understand the error as a “result of intelligence 
and not stupidity3.” From this perspective, the learner becomes a central figure, who 
is considered capable to generate, test, and reformulate hypotheses about what he or 
she learns.

From this brief review, it can be noted that the concept of error in the 1960s was 
linked to the idea of correction, while in the 1970s, it became associated with the 
idea of learning, which implies both to state correct hypotheses and temporary 
hypotheses that are permanently modified (Ellis 1985). Finally, in the 1980s, com-
munication studies were developed.

From the communicative approach, as the name itself evokes, the effectiveness 
of the communicative exchange is the focus and not the correct use of linguistic 
forms. In other words, the error is defined not by the incorrect linguistic production 
but by the failure in the transmission of the message. Cavalari (2008) recalls the 
distinction between what is called “Focus on formS” and “Focus on Form.” The first 

3 In the original: “resultado da inteligência e não da estupidez.”
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expression refers to the linguistic code, whereas the second one considers not only 
isolated linguistic elements but also their meaning in an act of communication.

However, to analyze the discourse of professors, it is convenient to recapitulate 
three current and general ideas systematized by Figueiredo (2004) regarding the 
polysemy of the concept of error defined as (a) that which does not follow the lin-
guistic variety adopted for teaching, (b) that which does not reproduce linguistic 
forms produced by a native speaker in similar production situations, and (c) that 
which is an effect on communication that was not expected or adequate.

Finally, research in this area comprises approaches ranging from various 
error dimensions (morphosyntactic, semantic, phonetic, lexical, pragmatic, etc.) to 
concerns about how to deal with the error already produced: correction strategies, 
overcoming, etc. In Larsen-Freeman and Long (1994, 34), an extensive bibliogra-
phy can be consulted in this regard. These studies highlighted the influence of teach-
ing on the development of learners’ errors. It is important to note that one of the 
most important discrepancies found was in the relationship of proximity between 
languages. While some studies promoted the belief that when the source and 
target languages are close, the acquisition is easier, later investigations asserted 
just the opposite. Thus, theorizations derived from the first studies were not always 
endorsed by subsequent ones, precisely because of a difficulty in specifying the 
concept of error and, due to that fact, making it possible to compare the results of 
each investigation.

Finally, the field of sociolinguistic presents new tools to think about the subject, 
and it is quite in vogue nowadays. For this reason, we present it in a separate section.

20.2.2  The Sociolinguistic Perspective: Linguistic Variation 
as the Natural State of Languages

As we have seen, there are different perspectives to interpret errors in foreign lan-
guage teaching, but they are all linked with what error represents in our normative 
lifestyle. This means that everything –behavioral, personal, political decisions, 
etc. – that represents a deviation from the established order must be annihilated. 
This situation is made explicit, for example, in the struggle that the minority social 
movements that demand land, housing, equal rights, and/or gender identity have to 
face. Indeed, society is reflected in the language used. In this way, the same problem 
is reflected in the place given to the error in teaching in general. There is a tendency 
to associate error with deviation. The question is: deviation from what? Although 
the answer is clear – deviation from a standard norm – we have to ask ourselves: 
which standard? To think about this question in the field of language, we are going 
to take contributions from sociolinguistic studies, which deal with the relations 
between languages and society.

Bagno (1999, 2003) is a Brazilian linguist who takes the language as a system’s 
basis to think of any linguistic manifestation as a deviation. In this sense, the 
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 standard norm is just another deviation. Therefore, the question about the right 
parameter for correction should always be accompanied by other questions: correct 
for what? for whom? and in what production situation? These pragmatic parameters 
will give us a guide on how to use the language in the most appropriate way. In this 
line, socio-discursive interactionism, for example, considers that the core of lan-
guage teaching is in the teaching of some discursive genres (Bronckart 2010).

When interpellating languages from their constitutive heterogeneity (Authier- 
Revuz 2004), it is clear that their manifestation is intimately linked to the territories, 
to the relationships established between the speakers, to formal and informal regis-
ters, etc. It is scientifically proven that within the same language, there are ways of 
saying that involve relatively stable regularities depending on their context of use 
(Rotaetxe Amusategi 1990; Lippi-Green 1997; Bronckart 1999; Bajtín 2002; Calvet 
2007; Mira Mateus and Cardeira 2007; Labov 2008). In technical terms, we make 
reference to the different discursive genres and diatopic (different geographic 
places), diastratic (different social classes), diametric (spoken versus written lan-
guage), diaphasic (the way of speaking, i.e., the degree of discursive monitoriza-
tion), and diachronic (stages of history) variations.

Then, if different linguistic variations inhabit the same language, why should we 
assume the norm as the crystallization of homogeneity, as the correct variety? The 
boundaries between what is normal, expected, and taught and what is not necessar-
ily imply power relations. Bourdieu (2008) contributes with this study developing 
the concept of “symbolic power of language,” which influences the way languages 
reach foreign nations. This is reflected in teaching materials, in the choice of which 
linguistic variety to impose, and in teachers’ training. The symbolic power of lan-
guage is explicit in situations such as the following: in March 2019, the President of 
Argentina – by the way, a politician, not a linguist – expressed in the opening speech 
of the VIII Congress of the Spanish Language, held in that country, that “the 
[Spanish] language is the best-distributed wealth of our [Latin American] commu-
nity4” (Gigena, 2019). This affirmation serves to maintain the status quo of the 
language of the colonizer, as if it was homogeneous. The president ignores Latin 
American plurilingualism, precisely when the UN Organization (ONU 2017) cele-
brates 2019 as the International Year of Indigenous Languages.

For Bagno (2007), the construction of a norm pattern “represents a control of the 
inherent processes of variation and change5” (2007, 37). In this perspective, there 
are two highly conflictive and constantly interacting poles: that of the “cult” norm, 
which imposes an artificial model to neutralize dissent, and that of linguistic varia-
tion, which respects the unstable character of languages. Sociolinguistic proposes, 
then, to relate social heterogeneity with linguistic heterogeneity, where language 
errors can be understood as a social construction.

4 In the original: “[el español] es la riqueza mejor distribuida de nuestra comunidad.”
5 In the original: “representa um controle dos processos inherentes de variação e mudança.”
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20.3  Development

Argentina is a majority Spanish-speaker country located in southern of South 
America, with approximately 40 millions citizens. In comparison to the attention 
received by the original languages and those of the ethnic minorities of the popula-
tion, foreign languages attract the greatest efforts and resources in the educational 
system. The teaching of the latter – in their most common standard dialects – is part 
of the school curricula, where English is the first foreign language taught both for-
mally and informally (Pozzo 2009).

20.3.1  Methodology

To carry out the proposed objective, a qualitative study was implemented framed in 
the fields of applied linguistics and educational sciences. Semi-structured inter-
views were conducted with ten Spanish-speaking Argentine teachers’ trainers. Out 
of the ten, we selected four of them: two English professors (referred as I1 and I2) 
and two professors of French (F1 and F2). These professors work in two teacher 
training institutes with a degree in languages and two public national universities 
located in the city of Rosario (Argentina), the third most populated city in the coun-
try with an outstanding economic and cultural importance. The informants have had 
professional teaching and linguistic training and an average of 30 years of teaching 
experience. Each interview lasted about 30 min and were carried out in Spanish dur-
ing February 2019. They were later transcribed and analyzed from the tools of dis-
course analysis of French and Brazilian origin (Pêcheux 2017; Orlandi 2008). In 
this chapter, we present excerpts of them translated into English.

By listening to the teachers’ discourse, the focus was in recognizing the displace-
ments of meaning that are invoked through the interdiscourses from different lin-
guistic theories with respect to the categories “mistake” and “error.” In Spanish, it is 
diffuse to differentiate the two concepts, since it tends to name both as “error.” 
However, it is important to highlight their nuances in the discourses analyzed. In 
this sense, some Spanish-speaking authors refer to the aforementioned difference in 
the terms “error” and “equívoco” or “falla.”

20.3.2  First Results

In order to analyze the teachers’ discourse, it is also necessary to recall the concep-
tion of error that is present in the Curricular Guidelines of Oriented Secondary 
Education of the Province of Santa Fe (Ministerio de Educación de la Provincia de 
Santa Fe 2014), a document that frames the scope of professional performance of 
the interviewees. It was made explicit in this extract:
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Let’s say there was an earlier conception that tended to resemble the native model, so any 
deviation that did not fit within that native standard foreign language was considered an 
error. At the moment, that is changing, especially in what is the legislation of the Province 
of Santa Fe in terms of learning a foreign language, and trying to be a foreigner who speaks 
a foreign language, let’s say, and not to resemble the native's pattern. If we look at it from 
that last point of view, then the previous error would no longer be an error… (F1)

 Santa Fe’s document reveals a positive overview in which the error is considered a 
fundamental support and integral part of the learning process. A relationship 
between the error and the effectiveness of the message is revealed, based on the 
communicative approach, which is noted in the speech of all interviewers, as 
noted here:

the error is part of the learning process […] the presence of the error means that something 
is happening […] I have a totally positive look towards the error […] let’s say that I look 
more negatively a student who does not dare to speak, and is not encouraged to make mis-
takes, than one who does. (I1)

Another English teacher assumes that it is more important to transmit the message 
than to obey the standard norm:

in the phonological part, precisely, it has to do with the point where the sounds can interfere 
with the comprehension of the message. […] what we are dealing with, although that is the 
parameter [received pronunciation English], what we are trying to do is to focus on those 
errors that interfere with communication. (I2)

Teachers agree, then, that in foreign language teachers training, there is a shift from 
a more rigid perspective – where the error is considered a serious fault – to a more 
flexible one, focused on the possibility of communication. However, it is evident 
that changes at the discursive level come untimely into practice, as it is often the 
case in other areas of scientific and sociocultural development. This is seen in the 
discursive materiality when the past perfect is used followed by an argumentative 
readjustment to the present continuous: “Now it has changed, that is, things are 
changing, there is more flexibility in many things” (I2) or through monitorial degree: 
“Yes, it has been changing for a while, not much…” (F1).

The informants made reference to different types of errors but did not indicate 
them at the level of the signifier. However, the theoretical review presented above 
functioned as a matrix to recall the small changes of meaning that arose during the 
interviews. In this sense, the misunderstanding has been assumed not only as 
unavoidable but also necessary to learn a language. Taking this phenomenon into 
consideration causes a change of perspective both in the attitude of the learner and 
in the dynamics of the classroom.

In her study, Fernández (1997) followed Spanish/L2 learners from different 
languages and levels, and she could reinforce the hypothesis that the increase in the 
number of errors is not a sign of regression but rather of progress, since it implies 
that a more creative process has been initiated, “in which the learners rehearse and 
risk more in the new language” (1997, 261). This statement coincides with the inter-
viewed teachers’ accounts about their experiences with first-year students:
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In that case of first-year students, let's say, you let them become confident because the 
important thing is to encourage them to speak, to jump a little into that new language. 
Correcting some issues, but hey, there are things that… that are allowed to happen. […] not 
just saying 'look, you made a mistake here', but 'go back to listen' or 'what did you say?' or 
some kind of …, let's say, friendlier guideline. (F1)

Adding to this, too much correction can inhibit the student. A permissive attitude to 
errors can, then, encourage participation and contribute fairly to the reduction of 
errors produced in the future, that is, it would be a productive position:

what I notice is that if you, uh…, you mark the L2 student every time he makes the mistake, 
it's like you cut his intention to produce and start talking, I think that is counterproductive. 
(I2)

That perspective is also remarked by the French teacher:

in the first year we let them talk, no matter how, we do not interrupt them […] the oral 
intervention is prepared, with just some guidelines, and we let them speak […] I personally 
take notes, and it is also something that I ask my colleagues to do, I take notes of the good 
and the bad […] And I always start saying they did this well, they did this well, they did this 
well, but we must pay attention to this mistake between tu and vous [ …] I think that it 
makes the student not feel so bad facing the error, in the beginning, we would let it pass by 
so students would be encouraged to talk. (F2)

The informant F2 explained that, as the coordinator of a group of teachers of other 
languages, she agrees to make corrections more flexible in the oral productions of 
first-year students to encourage them to express themselves without fear, since fear 
is another issue which appears related to errors, as it is evident in the following 
statements: “I receive all these people with this fear and terror to English, they have 
terror, they are afraid to speak” (I2) and “I notice that in the oral presentations, they 
sprout, colored spots  appear, and I worry and I think ‘how can this happen in a 
French test?’”(F2).

It is clear from the teachers’ speeches, moreover, that the type of error, the 
moment of learning, and the proposed objectives influence the characterization of 
them. In any case, the degree of distortion of the message as a priority criterion 
when defining or delimiting an error prevails as an undoubtedly common ground.

Inevitably, the discussion of error as a deviation from the norm has led to ques-
tioning, precisely, what norm is being discussed. This question was asked to the 
informants, and the answer was not simple in every case. However, we were able to 
confirm our assumption that the symbolic power of language imposes a normative 
model. In other words, the standard by which the deviation is measured as an error 
is, for English, England (the received pronunciation of London, a functional cre-
ation linked to the royalty), and for French, France (Paris). In this regard, three 
extracts are illustrative. The first one highlights the tendency to misjudge a linguis-
tic variety in relation to others:

there are a lot of varieties and we tend to…to…, I do not know, to grant supremacy to cer-
tain…, certain places where Spanish is spoken, I do not know, well, 'Argentinian Spanish is 
the best and Colombian is not', and …, that is, there is a tendency within the linguistic world 
to reject and stigmatize […] There is linguistic variety, there are no better or worse. […] that 
happens within the same mother tongue, imagine this in a second language. (2I)
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The second extract shows an emerging perspective that includes “new” Frenchs. 
Let’s see:

We take France 'standard' French, as we call it. Now that is also being revised, because we 
are seeing that we have several French, or that French is that diversity of pronunciations. 
(F1)

Finally, in the context of the third extract, the informant F2 notices a change in the 
didactic materials. This can be seen, for example, in the presentation of characters 
from other Francophone countries, with names different from those that were 
customary in the books. In this case, we noticed some resistance from the teacher in 
having to deal with things for which she had not been prepared:

For example, what happens at the most advanced levels is that there is a variety of French 
people, there is a Canadian, Belgian, Swiss, Senegalese variety, in the same handbooks, 
documents, eh…, they present a difficulty for the teacher, and a greater difficulty for the 
student, because we were not trained in that. We were not trained, we do not have the 
audio… it's not just a matter of pronunciation, there are structures, there are cultural issues, 
which I do not know about. (F2)

As noted, the symbolic power previously discussed is such that it is not only a matter 
of choosing a country among those who speak a certain language but choosing a 
specific variety, a prestigious one, which coincides with that used in the capital 
cities with the greatest economic power. These considerations are also derived from 
the didactic materials used to teach language courses in Latin America (for the case 
of teaching Portuguese in Argentina, see Scola in press).

In the next and last excerpt, the contradictions that language teachers face in their 
daily work teaching and evaluating subjects in an increasingly multinational world 
but with a monolingual political and economic horizon are represented. It corre-
sponds to French teachers’ trainer who is in charge of Haitian students, whose 
mother tongue is French. Related to what Bagno (2003) states, the choice of the 
prestige variety – in this case, French from Paris/France – is observed as a parameter 
of correctness. It is important to highlight that it is a compulsory decision, since the 
teacher’s margin of action is limited, at least, by the teacher training she received 
and by the didactic materials that come from abroad. It is observed that the teacher 
has difficulties to raise the problem, in which she interpellates herself:

we can not understand ourselves on certain topics, it has to do with their [Haitians] phonetics, 
with their way of speaking, that is…, very different. Eh…, many speak Creole, or most 
speak Creole, and then that Creole greatly influences the French with which they arrive. 
And there are phonemes that are different, uh…, and well, there's the question of phonology, 
or not, let's say. Do we accept it? If it's their French, why not? But we do not understand…, 
then, there is a problem. […] We try to approximate certain phonemes, for example, some 
nasals are very different. Some aspire completely, then, you do not understand, and really…, 
it’s hard, you know…, to be constantly telling them ‘Can you repeat? Can you repeat?’ 
There is a big problem with comprehension, then, well… As regards myself, I ask them to 
approximate the understanding. […] There is another teacher who is perhaps a little more 
purist than…, well…, she intends some other more articulatory issue, we can say. I would 
like them to…, at least, to achieve that we understand each other… (F1)

From the corpus, we can affirm that French teachers speak predominantly L2 in the 
classroom, avoiding L1 use. They argue that the school environment is the only 

20 Errors and Mistakes in Foreign Language Learning: Drawing Boundaries…



394

redoubt in which students are exposed to French. This is a matter of complaint on 
the side of secondary students. The use of L1 in L2 class is not pernicious. Miranda 
(2013) and Payer (2013) state the important role that L1 plays in the foreign lan-
guage teaching and learning process; it means maintaining a close relationship 
between teacher and student, since becoming a subject in another language implies 
having confidence in the possibility of being someone else.

In this sense, what we noticed in these teachers’ discourse coincides with the 
results of other works. Veríssimo and Andrade (2001), for example, analyzed the 
social representations of Brazilian primary school teachers regarding the errors of 
their students. The authors warned that although at a discursive level there is a posi-
tive view of error, understood as a natural way to achieve learning – a perspective 
associated with the constructivist approach – the same teachers attribute the error to 
non-learning and use the word misguided as its synonym, which highlights the 
traditional idea of opposing “error” to “success.”

In turn, Carcedo (2012) reveals the way in which 26 Spanish/L2 teachers who 
work in 12 different countries define the error. From his sample, the author con-
cludes: “The teachers point out that it [an error] is an incorrect use of the target 
language and a typical phenomenon of the acquisition process, at the point where a 
learner tests the hypotheses that he/she has previously generalized in a real attempt 
to communicate” (p 21). Finally, the author affirms that the respondents pointed out 
as more serious those errors that invalidate the communication, which coincides 
with the expression of our interviewees.

20.4  Final Considerations

What is understood as an error is configured in different ways according to the lin-
guistic theory adopted for its examination and, in addition, by the symbolic power 
politically and historically imputed to each language. Language understood as a 
norm is reduced to one of its many characteristics. Knowing how to speak a lan-
guage is rather to handle with solvency different discursive genres, to master a set 
of grammatical rules, or to adhere exclusively to one of its linguistic varieties. It is 
understood that, despite the mistakes and errors, people can communicate. This is 
the most relevant issue, although the degree of acceptability of certain linguistic 
forms can also be considered.

In conclusion, two possible ways regarding the polysemy of the concept of error 
are systematized: on the one hand, its difficulty for its apprehension as a study 
object in the scientific and didactic field; on the other hand, it means openness and 
potentiality. A restrictive vision of error, for example, circumscribed to normative 
grammar, crushes the communicative approach of language learning, in which 
errors are welcome, as they represent the learners’ advances. Therefore, a dilemma 
is derived from the polysemy of the concept: in the end, does it work or not? What 
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or who does each of these two possibilities serve to? Who creates them? Obviously, 
it is a social construct. Depending on the political intentions – individual or institu-
tional – one or another way is kept.

The teachers’ discourse shows that a new perspective of action is being installed 
in Argentina that seeks to value error and understand it as positive and profitable. 
However, we can see from these same voices that the discourse has not yet been 
installed in practice to the desired extent. Despite the reflections, the interviewees 
share the perception that it is difficult to produce more structural changes since 
education, in general, is still very traditional and conservative. In this sense, the 
motto “teaching as I was taught” prevails, since “it worked for me” hiding the fact 
that it does not necessarily work with everyone or, even, that there may be less 
stressful ways to go through it.

Furthermore, it was perceived that the choice of teaching varieties is related to 
political and economic interests. The belief that there is an ideal speaker model, 
which would be able to correctly manipulate any linguistic structure in different 
pragmatic contexts, is also supported by structuralist linguistic theories. This 
speaker, who considers themselves as the owner of their discourse, embodies the 
notions of their native, perfect, omniscient orality. Therefore, from this perspective, 
a teacher-to-be should strive for this model. It threatens the advances in linguistics 
that account for subjects traversed by history, who do not own what they say, which 
is dialogical and polyphonic, as Bajtín (2002) has proposed. In other words, L1 
speakers daily experience situations permeated by constant communication misun-
derstandings, in which they must come to an agreement as regards the meanings 
they express. Now, if this happens in L1 itself, naturally, it also happens in L2. In 
this line, it is interesting to deepen the studies regarding the myth of the native 
speaker (Hernández 2012; Rajagopalan 1997; Schmitz 2013).

The contributions of the new studies in multilingualism also encourage the 
birth of new error-correction dynamics in order to destabilize in South America the 
cultural imposition of certain norms as a single model of acceptance, since this 
overvaluation of forms considered correct underlies a univocal conception of error.

Finally, the power of the discourses addressed in the general senses to which we 
are traversed is noted, although not always explicitly. The presented proposals are 
intended for new possibilities of professional work, in order to reduce the distances 
that damage social relations and to make them more human. To meet a language is 
to face and mirror with a culture, with others, an Other in capital letters; is to relate 
to each Other to become subjects. We talk about the encounter with an Other that 
subjectively lodges us with love, although it imposes a language that, paraphrasing 
Derrida (2012), is the only one we have even if it is not ours. By affirming this, we 
think about the regional context of ex-colonies in which the present study was 
developed. To reinforce and encourage this loving encounter in the teaching and 
learning of Other languages means to take charge of the ethical humanity that 
belongs to us as educators.
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Chapter 21
Psychodynamic Therapy: A Cross-Cultural 
and Generational Failure

Kathryn Anne Nel and Saraswathie Govender

Abstract One of the main deficiencies in terms of using therapeutic and theoretical 
models in psychology on the African continent is the fact that it stems from indi-
vidualistic theories with western philosophical underpinnings. It became clear to 
the authors that in a diverse, African cultural setting, because of its theoretical 
underpinnings, this type of therapy has little efficacy. In one institution in South 
Africa, the ‘golden hour’, where if the client does not speak, the therapist does not 
speak, is still taught as an element of psychodynamic therapy. This is all well and 
good for middle-aged to elderly persons from a western cultural background (baby 
boomers) but is doomed to failure in an African setting as their sociocultural history 
is not related to western historical traditions. However, it is taught in many institu-
tions in the country and is widely practised, as until 25 years ago, the African major-
ity was ruled (through Apartheid) by a small white minority, who held western 
practices in high esteem. Change in teaching psychologists has been slow; thus 
African culture is nominally or not utilised when teaching therapeutic principles. 
We would also assert that this is frequently true for many of the ‘cut and paste’ 
generation or postmillennials as well. There will be much criticism about these 
assertions; however, this chapter aims to show how failures and misunderstandings 
brought about by using psychodynamic therapy cause much confusion and typically 
doomed to failure. A brief overview of the key points in Klein’s, Winnicott’s and 
Fairbairn’s work will be provided. This will be followed by an illustration of African 
collectivism and caregiving which relates to contemporary society and a sketch of 
millennial clients from other backgrounds and how these do not relate to psychody-
namic concepts. Case study examples outlining how psychodynamic therapy failed 
in these settings will also be given.
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21.1  Introduction

Psychodynamic therapy is driven by individual’s exploring their own patterns of 
behaviour, what they believe and how they think, which begin in infancy or child-
hood. The emotions that are felt in these early years are deemed important in the 
psychological maturity of adults. As individuals may not realise that their issues are 
related to their past, it is assumed that elements of their subconscious and uncon-
scious minds need unpacking (Mcleod 2017). In other words, the individual needs 
to gain insight into self which requires long-term therapy. This can be lifelong but 
at the very least will last for 2 years. It is true that brief psychodynamic theory can 
be used in ten sessions. However, in disadvantaged countries, it is often difficult to 
see a client more than several times at state hospitals and clinics as he or she does 
not have the funds to get to the venue. It is also problematic dealing with ‘medical 
aids’ who often do not want to pay for this amount of sessions particularly if it is not 
for a specific traumatic event.

As one can determine, this is an expensive process which is difficult to undertake 
in developing countries such as South Africa. In state hospitals and clinics, psy-
chologists do not have the time due to the sheer volume of clients, and private 
patients must have adequate economic means.

It is also postulated, as can be seen by the following necessarily brief explica-
tions of some of the major concepts of theorists out of which psychodynamic theory 
was born, that this kind of therapy is individualistic in nature and is arguably not 
suited to collectivist cultures or, arguably, the ‘cut and paste’ generation (those born 
after the turn of the century) which are also briefly explained. The concepts which 
are presented are explained in a simple fashion so that they can be understood by 
readers not acquainted with the notions. In-depth reading is required for a proper 
understanding of these concepts which, few in the new technological age, might 
pursue! This may seem a contentious statement but has been the observation of the 
authors who teach under- to post-graduate students.

This is followed by a rationale, using case studies, by the authors as to why psy-
chodynamic therapy is often, in South Africa (and arguably all developing coun-
tries), a cross-cultural and generational failure. It must be noted that there are no 
concepts in psychodynamic theory, which is firmly based on Freudian thinking, that 
relate well to traditional African collectivist culture. It must be remembered that 
self-insight and reflection in this theoretical framework are soundly linked to 
Freudian premises which do not have a sounding board in collective African culture. 
The latter is likely in some developed countries as well.
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21.2  A Brief Explanation of Key Points in Klein’s, 
Winnicott’s and Fairbairn’s Work Which Is Used 
in Psychodynamic Therapy

These therapists were chosen as their concepts are commonly taught in South 
African higher education institutions and, as is suggested, do not relate to the psyche 
of the majority who have collective as opposed to western individualistic cultures.

21.2.1  Melanie Klein

Melanie Klein was arguably the first therapist who really explored the world of 
young children. She was born in Austria (1882–1960) of Jewish descent and thus 
lived through troubled times. Her first major publication was the Psycho-Analysis of 
Children (1932). She postulated that toys had a symbolic meaning for children. Her 
therapy with youngsters also looked at how anxiety and fear could be seen in their 
play and what kind of defence mechanisms they used. At the time she lived in Berlin 
where her work was not noted as credible however, in the United Kingdom her work 
was well received. Interestingly, during the 1950s, and beyond, her therapeutic 
approach was used on adults as Klein thought that strange and even bizarre adult 
behaviour was a result of withstanding terror that first manifested in childhood. 
Klein is best remembered for what she called the ‘paranoid-schizoid’ and ‘depres-
sive’ positions which are still widely used in twenty-first-century therapy.

21.2.1.1  The ‘Paranoid-Schizoid’ and ‘Depressive’ Positions

The publication in 1946 of Klein’s Notes on Some Schizoid Mechanisms was, and 
still is, a very influential work. Fundamentally, she hypothesised that ‘splitting’ is a 
primaeval defence mechanism which occurs when an individual is overcome with 
anxiety which defines the ‘paranoid-schizoid’ position. This overarching cognitive 
anxiety can further cause a ‘depressive position’.

Fundamentally, in the ‘paranoid-schizoid position’ an infant experiences para-
noid anxiety which is underpinned by contexts which are inconsistent, usually 
caused by the unreliability of others (and self) and splits objects (for instance, some-
one who praises (good object) or punishes (bad object) he or she finds it easier to 
cope. As the infant grows older, usually the ‘splitting’ often becomes unnecessary 
as the child becomes resilient. Problematically, the ‘paranoid-schizoid position’ is a 
dichotomy that must be managed throughout an individual’s life as good and bad 
are found in different life situations with, for instance, significant others. It is associ-
ated with managing aggressive tendencies by projecting feelings of anger and hate 
onto the so-called bad object. If the infant does not understand that their own love is 
greater than their hate, which can happen even if the caregivers do their best, 
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 frustration and anger grow and are projected outwards to prevent feelings of self-
hate. Challengingly, this type of psychological damage experienced in infancy can 
occur throughout life and needs to be properly managed. Unresolved feelings asso-
ciated with this position lead an individual to experience symptomology associated 
with the ‘depressive position’. These are linked to feelings of guilt and horror as he 
or she finds it difficult to integrate the love and hate he/she feels towards the person 
(object) that he/she desires to love and be loved by. Sometimes, the individual 
becomes dependent on the person (object); think of individuals trapped in physi-
cally abusive relationships who are unable to leave. The use of defence mechanisms 
where, for instance, an individual convinces himself or herself that he or she does 
not need the love of the desired object (person). This can happen when teenagers run 
away from home and are psychologically unable to return.

21.2.2  Donald Fairbairn

The Scottish psychiatrist/psychoanalyst William Ronald Dodds Fairbairn 
(1889–1964) served in World War I and began his medical training when he returned 
home. His war experiences left a lasting impression on his psyche (Burton 2016). It 
is likely that he saw what was then called ‘shell shock’ which much later (after the 
Vietnam War) became known as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

Although Fairbairn (1952) based his theories on the work of Melanie Klein, there 
were many differences. For instance, Klein thought of internal objects as ‘fanta-
sised’ images existing in the child’s psyche. Conversely, Fairbairn thought that 
objects were related to the unavailable part of a caregiver experience by the infant 
and occurred as a result of poor parenting (Mitchell and Black 1995).

Fairbairn also differed from Freud in his interpretation of the libido which sug-
gests that people are pleasure seekers and avoid pain at all costs. However, although 
the libido is supposedly flexible, it is not able to overcome our inherent unhappi-
ness. This infers that our patterns of behaviour are ultimately self-defeating, in that 
happiness is ultimately overwhelmed by our innate unhappiness. Fairbairn sought to 
overcome this conundrum by proposing the ‘the object-seeking libido’ (Mitchell 
and Black 1995).

21.2.2.1  The Object-Seeking Libido

Freud proposed that the libido was pleasure seeking, while Fairbairn suggested it 
was object seeking. This means that human beings do not seek gratification, using 
others for that purpose alone, but want to connect with others. He proposed that an 
infant is cognitively wired to make connections to others. Moreover, bonds from 
infancy and childhood to caregivers are what make up our overt patterns of behav-
iour throughout life; fundamentally this is a learned experience. If positive patterns 
of behaviour are observed and learned in infancy and childhood, then the adult 
repeats that type of interaction and vice versa (Mitchell and Black 1995).
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21.2.2.2  Repression

His understanding of repression, as a defence mechanism, was also different from 
that of Freud who hypothesised that repression was used to control impulses and/or 
memories that are taboo and that should not be allowed into an individual’s con-
sciousness. Fairbairn believed that repression is associated with the inaccessibility 
(or dangerous aspects) of the caregiver which, in turn, is linked to the child’s more 
positive understandings (Mitchell and Black 1995). Holistically, this is ‘viewed 
aspects of the self’s experience of itself and its world’ (Rubens n.d.).

21.2.2.3  The Spitting of the Ego

As the child grows older and no parenting is perfect, they become more in touch (or 
absorbed) with themselves and grow apart from their parents both internally and 
externally. They may feel more comfortable with themselves but also more isolated 
unless they can befriend others (usually their peers). Moreover, Fairbairn suggested 
that this split in the ego happens to everyone; thus some part of the ego (self) is fixed 
on the caregiver(s) in the real world, while another part of the self is fixed on imag-
ined caregiver(s) as internalised objects. After this the child’s ego spits again they 
struggle to find what they want for instance, displays of affection (exciting object) 
while experiencing the emotional distance (rejecting object) that the caregiver has 
created. In this way the child’s ego is linked to the exciting object (ever hoping) and 
the other part (rejecting object) that which is angry and forever frustrated. In real 
terms perceived (and real) poor parenting can cause anxiety, depression and numer-
ous other psychological disorders (as the ego becomes more and more fragmented) 
which must be worked through.

21.2.3  Donald Winnicott

Donald Woods Winnicott (1896–1971) was an English medical doctor who became 
a paediatrician and then a psychoanalyst. He was a leading member of the British 
Psychoanalytical Society and twice its president. His interest in psychology 
stemmed from the mental illnesses his first wife had (he later divorced her and 
remarried a colleague he worked with in World War II). He also experienced what 
he termed oppression by his depressed mother, sisters and the ‘nanny’; thus he was 
part of a very middle-class family (Rodman 2004). It is probable that his parents 
held the held the Victorian viewpoint that children should be seen not heard and thus 
were ‘remote’.

His concept of the ‘holding environment’, ‘transitional object’ and ‘true and 
false self’ still plays a major, though controversial, role in those who practise psy-
chodynamic/analytic therapy today.
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21.2.3.1  The Holding Environment

The holding environment is created by the mother and how she displays love and 
attention to her baby (Winnicott 1958). Today, we suggest that some of Winnicott’s 
theoretical underpinnings are controversial as he was a man of his times which were 
steeped in patriarchy which included the notion of the nuclear family, that is, hus-
band, wife, two children (preferably boy and girl) and a white picket fence. He felt 
that if a child is to become a psychologically health adult then their first maternal 
experience must be one of security and love. Later the child expands that feeling to 
others, first in his/her family and then to friends and so on. If the holding environ-
ment and mother are not experienced positively, then psychological problems occur 
(Mitchell and Black 1995). The term ‘holding environment’ is used in psychody-
namic therapy today to suggest that the therapist bonds with the client and effec-
tively replaces the mother.

Winnicott (1958) postulated that the mother was not in her right mind as her only 
instinct was to protect her infant which, as the child grows, lessens. The infant 
becomes aware that his mother is becoming more interested in herself and others 
which is experienced as painful. In other words, the child realises that she/he is not 
the only thing in the mother’s world (she/he is not omnipotent). If the infant and 
later child has experienced ‘good enough’ mothering, their subjective view of their 
world becomes more objective. During this phase the infant uses what Winnicott 
(1958) termed the ‘transitional object’.

21.2.3.2  The Transitional Object

The transitional object is one that exists (for instance, a stuffed toy or a blanket) and 
one which the infants ‘transfers’ feelings to (although objectively aware the transi-
tional object is not a person with emotions). Nonetheless, the infant and young child 
subjectively bestow the object with some of their feelings (Mitchell and Black 1995). 
For instance, both authors have children who as infants would throw their beloved 
object ‘away’ in the day but at night cry if it was not returned. This shows that there 
is some ambiguity in their attachment to the object, but for a proper transitional 
experience, it cannot be removed until the child is ready for relationships with others.

21.2.3.3  True and False Self

Fundamentally, Winnicott (1958) suggested that the true or authentic (real) self is 
one where individuals feel alive and imaginative and which allows them to interact 
and be close with other people. The ‘good enough’ mother fosters this in her child 
by being there in a positive way which helps the child feel secure and loved; thus 
she/he develops confidence in self. Individuals who have a false self have internal 
feelings of feeling empty although they can present a socially acceptable mask 
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which is presented to others. He also suggested that the false self developed as an 
infant when the child did not experience ‘good enough’ mothering and felt alone or 
distressed for long periods of time (Mitchell and Black 1995). Today we would say 
that the child had not experienced good (enough) caregiving. Winnicott however, 
meant mothering not parenting or fathering, due to the patriarchal nature of the 
times he lived in, which is now open to feminist critique (Barlow 2004).

The infant dealt with not ‘good enough’ mothering by being ‘compliant’ which 
is often true of infants and children of addicts (of any kind). Furthermore, he sug-
gested that by internalising their negative feelings, the ‘false self’ would essentially 
imitate them hence the saying, ‘She’s just like her mother’. This was used based on 
a Freudian concept called introjection (Mitchell and Black 1995). This concept was, 
as all psychodynamic notions are, individualistic in nature and not mirrored in 
African collectivism as described in the following paragraph.

21.3  African Collectivism

21.3.1  Collectivism Versus Individual Caregiving Systems

The collectivism/individual dichotomy has been used to classify people providing 
care to family members, particularly the elderly and the disabled (Pyke and Bengtson 
1996). Reher (1998) maintains that collectivism is a cultural value in which the 
extended family is the central concept and the needs of an individual family member 
are subordinate to a sense of family responsibilities. Collectivistic families, and 
individuals in them, typically exhibit closeness and interdependence. In contrast the 
cultural values of individualism promote the need of the nuclear family over the 
extended family, and the key features are autonomy and independence (Reher 
1998). Pyke and Bengtson (1996) contend that collectivists willingly provide infor-
mal care and do so out of affection for their family members, whereas individualists 
are less willing to provide informal care and do so out of a sense of necessity.

Several studies found that many collectivistic cultures prioritise social harmony 
over the desire to achieve or strive for personal goals (Aziz et al. 2012; Pharr et al. 
2014; Reher 1998; Reyers 2018). Collectivistic culture promotes forbearance, 
which entails keeping problems to oneself and quietly accepting and enduring 
adversity, as a favourable coping mechanism because it sustains social harmony. 
The preservation of positive social relations is the forefront of concern for collectiv-
istic individuals (Pharr et al. 2014). Collectivism is a cultural value in which the 
extended family is the central concept, and collectivistic families typically exhibit 
closeness (for instance, sense of responsibility rather than overt emotional expres-
sion towards others) and interdependence (Sampson and Roger 2014). Pharr et al. 
(2014) reported that to say no to caregiving and to place the responsibility of care in 
the hands of a stranger or institutions outside the family violated the values of col-
lectivism and was turning one’s back on the family. The concept of ‘Ubuntu’ is a 
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widely held African philosophy, which highlights the collective nature of culture on 
the continent. It entails that a person can only be seen through others not alone. Lefa 
(2015, p. 1) states that:

Ubuntu is a capacity in South African [African]culture that [also] expresses compassion, 
reciprocity, dignity, harmony and humanity in the interests of building and maintaining a 
community with justice and mutual caring.

Western countries have put the mental health recovery approach into practice 
since the 1980s, and other cultures have started to adopt into their service. While 
people with the individual value orientations place importance on personal goals, 
people with collectivistic value orientations see themselves and their goals as an 
inseparable part of a family or community. In South, people living in the urban areas 
adopt a more individualistic lifestyle and seek more western-aligned health-seeking 
practices. However, those that live in rural areas generally adhere to more collectiv-
istic practices, as they pride themselves in their community - oriented, interdepen-
dent way of life. It is a culture in which people’s concept of being human is anchored 
in meaningful relationships. Therefore, within this social context, care for the 
elderly and disabled would not be a cultural expectation but would also be perceived 
as a social responsibility not an individual one (for instance, a daughter or son 
deciding to place an aged parent into a care home without input from family, peers 
and community).

In the following paragraph, the postmillennial generation is discussed in broad 
terms to underpin our assertions that psychodynamic theory is not a psychological 
tool that works well in this context. Although some may find our assertions about 
this generation ‘difficult’, all generations have been given holistic characteristics 
often immortalised in academic works, for instance, Bejkovký (2016) discusses the 
different work ethics of baby boomers and generations X, Y and Z. Millennials, the 
generation before that discussed by the authors, have been described as both com-
petitive in a good way but also as lazy and narcissistic (Main 2017)

21.4  The ‘Cut and Paste’ Generation (Postmillennials)

As both authors are professors with much experience with postmillennial students, we 
have decided that the ‘cut and paste’ generation is an appropriate name for those born 
on after 2000. Discussions with teachers, mentors and other educationalists have con-
firmed our view that this generation has very little idea about history and the present. 
Certainly, there are youngsters who are fighting for a ‘green planet’ which is com-
mendable. However, when we asked some post-millenials who believed in saving the 
planet about the Holocaust, Idi Amin and/or the Rwandan genocide they knew little or 
nothing (immediate Google!) about them. Many (in fact most) cannot do simple arith-
metic without their phones, and their assignments and work are ‘cut and paste’.

This generation does not read; they skim and ‘cut and paste;’ thus their back-
ground knowledge about the world and origins of patriarchy, religion and politics 
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are poor because they do not ‘engage’ with material. In cots today music is played 
on a smart phone, and the infant becomes used to being ‘soothed’ in this manner. It 
is not a transitional object however, because the child or toddler does not use his or 
her imagination and is thus unable to invest his or her feelings onto it. It is what it 
is, and the very young toddler (some at 9 months and perhaps younger) learns to 
play games on it which become imprinted on his/her psyche. As a result, we assert 
that they do not develop the ability or capability to really use their creativity and 
imagination. If they want to see something, they can – not like reading a book (or 
having it read to them) where they can ‘see’ and ‘fantasise’ about all manner of 
things. Some will say yes, but they can read and learn on smart phones – they can 
but it is learning that has no depth because they ‘cut and paste’ or ‘skim’ and many 
sites are poor or as a well know American would say ‘Fake News’. With no depth to 
learning, psychodynamic therapy is difficult as will be shown in the ‘cut and paste’ 
generation case study.

The ‘cut and paste’ generation has also experienced more problems with mental 
health than previous generations, for instance, in the United Kingdom, girls were 
found to be more prone to depressive symptoms than boys and that there were dan-
gers for mental health, associated with prolonged use, for both sexes (Kelly et al. 
2018). In South Africa it has been found that 24% of school children are cyberbul-
lied. It is also noted that suicide is the third largest cause of unnatural death in the 
country which in part is likely due to social media (The South African Depression 
and Anxiety Group [SADAG] 2017). The authors have also noticed that many of 
this generation (across all cultures in South Africa) seem to feel entitled, for instance, 
if they fail a test or assignment or have plagiarised or done no work in a group, they 
complain and try to justify why they should get passing marks. They also complain 
about being ‘hurt’ if given constructive criticism and show little resilience which 
may account for the upsurge in mental health issues. However, others see them as 
the most successful generation ever (Tabaka 2018). Stein (2013) does not agree and 
calls millennials the me-me generation.

Millennials got so many participation trophies growing up that a recent study showed that 
40% believe they should be promoted every two years, regardless of performance…They're 
so convinced of their own greatness that the National Study of Youth and Religion found the 
guiding morality of 60% of millennials in any situation is that they'll just be able to feel 
what's right…What millennials are most famous for besides narcissism is its effect: entitle-
ment. (Stein 2013, p. 1).

21.5  Two Case Studies: Failures in Psychodynamic Therapy

21.5.1  Thato

Thato, a 25-year-old woman, was referred because her fiancé, who she had lived 
with for 3 years, had told her he was going to marry someone else because his par-
ents did not think she was ‘worthy’. They were very well off financially, and Thato’s 
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remaining family were very poor. Jabu, her fiancé, told her that she did not have a 
‘good’ family as her mother had died (of an unspecified illness) when she was 
young and she did not know who her father was. She was brought up by her grand-
mother and her mother’s two sisters. Thato was devastated as the payment of 
‘lobola’ (bride price paid to the family of the intended bride) had already been dis-
cussed. However, Jabu packed his bags and left on the same day he informed her as 
he did not want to be ‘cut out’ of his father’s will. She cried all the time and had not 
gone to work for 2 weeks, and thus her job was at risk. Thato was also embarrassed 
by what had happened as it had brought ‘shame’. She also thought that Jabu had lied 
to her because she had been unable to have a baby, about which she felt guilty, and 
therefore he had left.

At her first session, she cried, was distressed and reported that she did not want 
to get out of bed and spent most days sleeping. Thato described that she felt unloved 
and sometimes did not want to go on. She mentioned that she had not known her 
father and her grandfather had died when she was young. Her aunts were unmarried 
(though they had children). On discussing her childhood, she noted it was strict and 
that she was hit with a belt when she was naughty. Moreover, when she was good, 
she was rewarded with sweets or extra food. It was considered appropriate to use 
psychodynamic therapy particularly Kleinian theory with reference to the ‘paranoid- 
schizoid’ and ‘depressive’ positions.

In the following two sessions, it was realised that Thato was not responding well 
to the therapy. Although its overall aim was for her to gain deeper insight and under-
standing of self, the ‘tools’ did not fit her experience and can be considered both an 
error and a failure. For instance, growing up in a home without a male role model 
did not produce any emotions, thoughts or beliefs that she felt were pertinent to her 
present situation. She told the therapist over and over that there were her aunts’ 
‘boyfriends’ and her ‘uncles’ and her friends’ parents so she knew what relation-
ships were. It became apparent that her sense of family extended to not only her 
close family but her community as well which she defined as ‘close’ to her. It was 
also found that ‘holding’ her emotions was different to what the therapist had 
expected. Thato stated that she wanted to discuss sessions with her close friends so 
they could help her work through her issues. This made it clear to the therapist that 
she needed more than a one-on-one session and she was asked if she would like to 
bring her best friend with her. She was very happy to do that (and did) and did so for 
two sessions, and at one session she brought her aunt. In western culture this would 
likely be interpreted as pathology and dependence on others (or issues in transfer-
ence); however, in her cultural space, it worked. Although the therapist did not share 
Thato’s culture and was asked if she would prefer someone who spoke her lan-
guage, she stated she was quite happy to carry on with therapy.

One of the more interesting things was early life experiences; one example which 
the therapist had thought might prove a factor in how Thato interacted with others 
was the ‘beating’ with a belt she described by her grandmother and aunts (which 
tended to be inconsistent) that did not emerge. When asked about the ‘beatings’, she 
laughed, as did her aunt and best friend when the therapist repeated the question in 
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different sessions. Fundamentally, they said it was quite okay and expected in their 
culture if a child was naughty. It was not seen as extreme or wrong. This was diffi-
cult to understand at first; however, on discussing it with colleagues (of Thato’s 
culture), it was found that this was (and is) a common practice. Not taking this into 
account is a flaw in psychodynamic therapy where generally this type of behaviour 
would be a negative factor in an individual having a scarred psyche.

We make no assertions about this being correct but are reporting what was found. 
In South Africa corporal punishment is against the law, so over time, indubitably, 
this type of practice will cease.

When asked if she had a favourite toy, doll or blanket when she was young, her 
aunt said, ‘No, she had whatever was spare…if there was anything’. The therapist 
asked the aunt if any of her children had toys or blankets they would let out of their 
possession, and she said, ‘Of course not’, which is much the same as the best friend’s 
response. This, of course, may only be applicable to this family, but there was no 
‘transitional object’ in Thato’s experience. She was also not in denial or indeed 
repressing any ‘unconscious’ or ‘subconscious’ memories.

The therapist used an eclectic approach over the last three sessions and used 
Jungian play therapy which worked very well. One can of course state that this 
would trigger her unconscious, but as this type of therapy is bound to universal 
archetypes, it was more successful. When she last saw the therapist, she was posi-
tive about life and looked ‘happier’. She had decided that she wanted to work on her 
career and take a break from relationships.

It was apparent that although emotions are universal thoughts, beliefs and early 
life experiences are language and culture bound which makes psychodynamic ther-
apy using westernised individualistic theories inappropriate. This may not always 
be the case, but therapies designed for collectivist cultures need more investigation. 
For instance, the use of the concentric system framework which suggests that a self 
with many layers, the outer being, inner being and innermost being (Dalal 2001). 
However, in Africa an African psychological therapeutic framework needs develop-
ing as, at present, none exists. As noted there is the Afrocentric philosophy of 
Ubuntu (I see myself only through others) but no purely African psychology with 
clearly demarcated therapeutic guidelines. There is always much talk about adapt-
ing psychoanalytic and psychodynamic theory to fit into collectivist African culture, 
but the authors feel this is not appropriate. There is also much discussion about its 
development but as Makhubela (2016) controversially states, From Psychology in 
Africa to African Psychology: Going nowhere slowly. Nonetheless, the authors 
hope that ‘all the talking’ results in a new therapeutic model developed for  collective 
African cultures specifically in this case for the South African context. Or it could 
be that the present status quo persists as Makhubela (2016, p. 15) states:

A different politics of psychology that will involve more than just substituting Western 
individualisms with notions of persons and self in cultural contexts is necessary. As such, 
the current instigations by some, for a shift in the body politic from “psychology in Africa 
to African psychology” are, in my view, regrettably a call for a move from nothing to noth-
ing else.
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21.5.2  James

James is a postmillennial or as the authors prefer a member of the ‘cut and paste’ 
generation. He was referred because he didn’t attend any lectures at post-graduate 
level in a humanities subject. When called in and asked why he did not attend, he 
stated that he did not need to as he could get all the information he required from the 
‘net’. It must be noted that the referral was in the latter half of the first semester and 
James had not failed any tests nor assignments. However, his assignments, although 
they passed the plagiarism software, had no depth and by his judicious rewording of 
sentences were not noted as plagiarised. His referral note stated that James did not 
understand that plagiarism was cheating and wrong.

James was indifferent to discussing any issues at all and did not turn his phone 
off (until told to which he did reluctantly). When the therapist tried to assess what 
he understood about the subject he was studying, it was apparent he had not fully 
engaged with it and had a limited understanding. James stated that he ‘went onto the 
net’ to search for essays for assignment and then re-worked them by changing a few 
words. He also noted that he had paid specific sites for some assignments which he 
had also changed a bit. James noted that he had done this through his matriculation 
year when studying Shakespeare (he had never actually read any of the plays) and 
other ‘content’ subjects. His parents were divorced when he was 13, and his mother 
reportedly drank (alcohol) quite heavily, but he said this was quite usual in his circle 
of friends. Although he had played some sport, he spent many hours using his 
PlayStation and on social media throughout his school (and university) life. He 
lived with his mother but did not interact much with her as he said she (nor he) was 
much interested in the other. Although ‘not good enough mothering’ was consid-
ered, questioning him using a psychodynamic format did not get anywhere. Getting 
him to discuss his youth revealed that he had felt happy and was not ‘bothered’ by 
his parents’ divorce as he was ‘friendly enough’ with both. He stated he felt fine and 
showed no depressive symptomology, and a personality test did not reveal any psy-
chopathy. In essence, using psychodynamic therapy revealed its flaws as James 
could not relate to its concepts. Thus, using the therapeutic mode in this instance 
was an error.

James said the use of technology was the ‘way forward’ in terms of education 
and said that most lecturing staff were either technophobes or had little understand-
ing of anything since ‘Facebook’. On discussion with colleagues, in the 35–60 year 
age range, this was confirmed. Many older lecturers (55 +) admitted being techno-
phobes but used used Facebook or WhatsApp but did not for instance use, Instagram 
or more recent Apps. They also admitted that they did not ‘keep up’ with the latest 
technologies. He said that all his peers plagiarised in one way or another and that it 
was ‘not that difficult’ to cheat different plagiarism software programmes.

He reported that he had used a smart phone from a toddler and he found it easier 
to engage with people through social media than face to face. The authors have 
observed this when students sitting in a group are messaging one another rather than 
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talking. James said this is usual, and there is nothing wrong with it. He was not 
happy about the lecturer who had picked up his lack of attendance and poor in-depth 
knowledge about his chosen post-graduate subject using the word ‘dinosaur’ in his 
description of that person. His beliefs, emotions and thoughts were as far as he was 
concerned normal as they related only to himself and others were not that important 
(me-me!). James presented himself as confident and articulate but could not engage 
through psychodynamic therapy as he could not relate to the questions. He said it 
was his ‘bad’, in other words his fault. James did not think his unconscious (or sub-
conscious) thoughts needed ‘unpacking’ as he said he dealt with the ‘here and now’, 
and if he needed to know anything, he googled it. Nonetheless, it was apparent he 
lacked resilience to any form of criticism (constructive or otherwise).

It was an interesting experience for the therapist who realised that James had 
interacted with smart phones since he was a baby. He believed his smart phone (and 
other devices) could help him solve any life-problems he experienced that is social, 
emotional and/or academic. As he stated, “There’s an App for everything”. After 
several sessions he said he would read some more about his subject but was not 
going to use books – and he would read the abstract and conclusion of journal arti-
cles (he felt that was enough) to help him through. James also stated that he would 
attend ‘some’ lectures if it would make the ‘dinosaurs’ happy. It was apparent that 
the use of psychodynamic therapy was a failure in this case.

This case illustrated that it is likely that post-millenials, like James, often find it 
difficult to interact with therapists face-to-face as they do not like receiving criti-
cism on a one-to-one basis. If, for instance, James received criticism through social 
media he could ignore it while in person he could not. James preferred using 
e-learning rather than sitting in a lecture hall which he reported was the same for 
many of his friends. It may be necessary to use mails or other forms of social media 
when connecting with some ‘cut and paste’ generation clients. This, of course, 
brings up ethical questions as most social media platforms are not ‘safe’. Face-to- 
face video calling through WhatsApp is also difficult as James stated, ‘I’d rather not 
see you’. He did say he was ‘okay’ with Instagram. The sessions were a limited 
success; however, they certainly made the therapist think about the current use of 
very old theoretical frameworks which form the basis of psychodynamic therapeutic 
interventions.

21.6  Conclusion

It is apparent from the case studies that psychodynamic therapy is not always useful 
with clients that are from collectivist cultures or from the ‘cut and paste’ generation. 
In South Africa therapy must be relevant to different groups; thus more up-to-date 
frameworks that interrogate African collectivism and postmillennials conceptions 
of self are needed. The authors state the need for a radical transformation, a ‘sea 
change’ or paradigm shift in the practice and teaching of psychology in Africa. As 
it is currently practised, it does not constitute a carefully crafted and functional 
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blend of models drawn from both African collectivist and postmillennial culture. As 
psychologists and therapists, we need to be more proactive in developing such mod-
els not just talking about the need for them.

Psychodynamic concepts, used by different theorists, in the authors’ opinion 
reflect archaic western notions inherent to psychology which evolved out of the late 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century thinking and societal context. It is interest-
ing how medical science has evolved, yet psychology still ‘harks’ back to previous 
eras that do not reflect the social, environmental and technological issues in contem-
porary and collective societies in terms of theoretical prescripts.

Fundamentally, the point is that psychodynamic theory is not useful with either 
collective cultures (as derived from individualistic western culture) or generations 
that do not understand allusions from different eras which require that they are well 
read and versed in literature, which this type of therapy requires. As a result errors, 
flaws and failures in psychodynamic therapy can be expected.

References

Aziz, R., Salam, A., & El-Soud, F.A. (2012). Caregivers burden from caring with impaired elderly: 
A cross-sectional study in rural Egypt. Italian Journal of Public Health, 9(4), 1–10.

Barlow K. (2004). Critiquing the “Good Enough” Mother: A Perspective Based on the Murik of 
Papua New Guinea. Ethos, 32(4), 514–537.

Bejtkovy, J. (2016). The current generations: the Baby Boomers, X, Y and Z in the context of 
Human Capital Management of the 21st century in selected corporations in the Czech Republic. 
Littera Scripta [online] 9(2), 25–45

Burton, E.S. (2016). Ronald Fairburn. Retrieved from https://psychoanalysis.org.uk/
our-authors-and-theorists/ronald-fairbairn

Dalal, A.S. (2001). A greater psychology. New York: NY: Library of Congress.
Fairbairn, W. R. D. (1952). An object-relations theory of the personality. New York: Basic Books.
Kelly, Y., Zilanawala, A., Booker, C., & Sacker, A. (2018). Social media use and mental health: 

findings from the UK millennium cohort study. EClinical Medicine, 6, 59–68.
Lefa, B.J. (2015). Ubuntu in South African education. Retrieved from https://www.researchgate.net/

publication/274374017_The_African_Philosophy_of_Ubuntu_in_South_African_Education
Main, D. (2017). Who are the millennials? Retrieved from https://www.livescience.com/38061-

millennials-generation-y.html
Makhubela, M. (2016). From psychology in Africa to African psychology: going nowhere slowly. 

PINS, 52, 1–18.
Mcleod, S. (2017). Psychodynamic approach. Retrieved from https://www.simplypsychology.org/

psychodynamic.html
Mitchell, S.A. & Black, M.J. (1995). Freud and beyond. New York, N.J., Basic Books.
Pharr, J.R., Francis, C.D., Terry, C., & Clark, M.C. (2014). Culture, caregiving and health: 

Exploring the influence of culture on family caregiver experiences. Journal of Public Health, 
1–8.

Pyke, K.D. & Bengtson, V. (1996). Caring more less: collectivistic systems of family eldercare. 
Journal of Marriage and the Family, 58(2), 371–392.

Reher, D.S. (1998). Family ties in Western Europe. Persistent contrasts. Population and 
Development Review, 24(2), 203–234.

Reyers, M.L. (2018). Cultural moderators of the influence of environmental affordances and provi-
sions on children’s subjective well-being. Research, 12 (1), 71–98.

K. A. Nel and S. Govender

https://psychoanalysis.org.uk/our-authors-and-theorists/ronald-fairbairn
https://psychoanalysis.org.uk/our-authors-and-theorists/ronald-fairbairn
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/274374017_The_African_Philosophy_of_Ubuntu_in_South_African_Education
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/274374017_The_African_Philosophy_of_Ubuntu_in_South_African_Education
https://www.livescience.com/38061-millennials-generation-y.html
https://www.livescience.com/38061-millennials-generation-y.html
https://www.simplypsychology.org/psychodynamic.html
https://www.simplypsychology.org/psychodynamic.html


415

Rodman, F.R. (2004). Winnicott life and work. USA: Da Capo Press.
Rubens, R.L. (n.d.). Fairburn’s structural theory. Retrieved from http://www.columbia.edu/~rr322/

FAIRBAIRN.html
SADAG (2017). Death by social media. Retrieved from http://www.sadag.org/index.php?option= 

com_content&view=article&id=2793:death-by-social-media&catid=58&Itemid=132
Sampson, T. & Roger, M. (2014). Applying a mental health recovery approach for people from 

diverse backgrounds: The case of collectivism and individualism paradigms. Journal of 
Psychosocial Rehabilitation and Mental Health, 1(!), 7–13.

Stein, J. (2013). Millennials the me-me generation. Retrieved from https://time.com/247/
millennials-the-me-me-me-generation/

Tabaka, M. (2018). Some see millennials as lazy and entitled: yet they may be the most successful 
generation of our time. Retrieved from https://www.inc.com/marla-tabaka/some-see-millenni-
als-as-lazy-entitled-yet-they-may-be-most-successful-generation-of-our-time.html

Winnicott, D. W. (1958). Through paediatrics to psychoanalysis. London: Hogarth.

Kathryn Anne Nel (Prof. PhD) is a professor at the University of Limpopo (Turfloop Campus), 
Sovenga, Limpopo Province, South Africa. She acted as HOD industrial psychology at the 
University of Zululand for a period of 3 years before moving to the University of Limpopo in 2009. 
She has a National Research Foundation (South Africa) rating and broad research interests includ-
ing gender issues, neuropsychology, social psychology, sport psychology and community 
psychology.

Saraswathie Govender is an associate professor at the University of Limpopo (Turfloop 
Campus), Sovenga, Limpopo Province, South Africa. She has acted as HOD psychology at the 
Department of Psychology at the University of Limpopo (Turfloop Campus). She is head of 
research at the department and serves on many of the institutions research committees. Her main 
areas of interest are neuropsychology, social psychology and indigenous knowledge systems (IKS).

21 Psychodynamic Therapy: A Cross-Cultural and Generational Failure

http://www.columbia.edu/~rr322/FAIRBAIRN.html
http://www.columbia.edu/~rr322/FAIRBAIRN.html
http://www.sadag.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=2793:death-by-social-media&catid=58&Itemid=132
http://www.sadag.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=2793:death-by-social-media&catid=58&Itemid=132
https://time.com/247/millennials-the-me-me-me-generation/
https://time.com/247/millennials-the-me-me-me-generation/
https://www.inc.com/marla-tabaka/some-see-millennials-as-lazy-entitled-yet-they-may-be-most-successful-generation-of-our-time.html
https://www.inc.com/marla-tabaka/some-see-millennials-as-lazy-entitled-yet-they-may-be-most-successful-generation-of-our-time.html


417

Chapter 22
Transcultural Sensitivity: A Way 
to Prevent Mistakes, Errors, and Failures 
in Psychotherapeutic and Psychiatric 
Treatment of Migrants

Christine Bales, Josua Leibrich, Katja Brinkmann, Ibrahim Özkan, 
Umut Altunoz, Janina Wesolowski, and Maria Belz

Abstract “Agreement in misunderstanding”  – what can we learn by treatment 
errors in transcultural psychiatry and psychotherapy? Agreement in misunderstand-
ing is a phenomenon describing the agreement of the inability of treatment by both 
the patient and the therapist, based on misunderstanding of each other due to cul-
tural differences. Such differences can, for example, arise from difficulties in the 
treatment of migrants, such as language barriers, different expressions of psycho-
logical stress, or feeling othered. Therapists’ insecurities might inhibit not offering 
treatment to foreign appearing patients caused by the fear of making mistakes and 
resulting avoidance of migrants as patients. A possible explanation for this phenom-
enon is culturalization, resulting from categorizing the patient based on own stereo-
types. This leads to the attribution of unreflected characteristics, intentions, and 
behavior (so-called Othering). Thus treatment errors can arise by wrong attribution, 
consequently causing, for example, a wrong diagnosis or choosing wrong treatment 

C. Bales 
Hochschule Magdeburg-Stendal, Stendal, Germany 

J. Leibrich 
Georg-August-Universität Göttingen, Göttingen, Germany 

K. Brinkmann 
Hochschule Fresenius Düsseldorf, Gladbeck, Germany 

I. Özkan (*) · M. Belz 
Asklepios Fachklinikum Göttingen, Psychiatrische Institutsambulanz Schwerpunkt für 
Kulturen, Migration und psychische Krankheiten, Göttingen, Germany
e-mail: i.oezkan@asklepios.com; i.oezkan@asklepios.de; m.belz@asklepios.com 

U. Altunoz 
Wunstorf, Germany 

J. Wesolowski 
Göttingen, Germany
e-mail: janina.wesolowski@stud.uni-goettingen.de

© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2020
E. Vanderheiden, C.-H. Mayer (eds.), Mistakes, Errors and Failures across 
Cultures, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-35574-6_22

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-35574-6_22&domain=pdf
mailto:i.oezkan@asklepios.com
mailto:i.oezkan@asklepios.de
mailto:m.belz@asklepios.com
mailto:janina.wesolowski@stud.uni-goettingen.de
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-35574-6_22#DOI


418

strategies. Therapists’ estrangement, automatically attribution, and treatment errors 
should be mindfully noticed to learn from these mistakes. Therefore the concept of 
transcultural mindfulness and the “diversity” approach offers assistance to avoid 
such mistakes. Following two case vignettes will give examples to describe this 
process.

Keywords Mistakes · Error · Failure · Therapy · Transcultural psychiatry and 
psychotherapy · Treatment errors · “Othering”

22.1  Introduction

In this chapter, we will look at the effects that migration has on a person. As in psy-
chiatry/psychotherapy, when professionals come to terms with migrants, they 
become alienated. Due to erroneous application and culturalizing views, mistakes 
could be made. Here, mistakes – especially in psychotherapy – should not be seen 
as obstacles but rather as useful potentials to establish individual relationships.

22.2  Global Migration

Migration is a global phenomenon. There is no country without cross-border immi-
gration (international migration) or inland migration (internal migration) (Angenendt 
2019). An essential impulse in the issue of migration is globalization and global 
integration. We should keep in mind that people do not migrate only for economic 
reasons. A significant part of the global migration is attributed to refugees, who 
mostly do not leave their homes to improve economic conditions for themselves or 
their family but to seek protection from suppression and persecution (United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR] 2016). Refugees rarely leave their 
homes voluntarily. The flight is dependent on external constraints, including various 
factors, such as war, discrimination, persecution, poverty, and environmental disas-
ters. Mostly, there is a mixture of such reasons as to why people leave their country 
of origin (Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge [BAMF] 2016a).

According to global statistics, in 2015, 24 people were displaced internally or 
externally every minute (UNHCR 2016). In total, more than 65 million people fled 
war, conflict, or persecution in 2015 (UNHCR 2016). Among those, about 51 per-
cent of the refugees were children and adolescents under the age of 18 (Angenendt 
2019). Most refugees are internally displaced people, who were expelled within 
their country, while about a third of the refugees have fled across the country’s bor-
ders (UNHCR 2016). Nine out of every ten refugees are from developing countries 
(UNHCR 2016), and only a small number are reaching Europe. In 2016, about 
280,000 asylum seekers came to Germany (BAMF 2016b). The majority of asylum 
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seekers came from Syria, Afghanistan, or Iraq (Angenendt 2019), where there have 
been ongoing violent conflicts for years.

People with a migration background form a heterogeneous group regarding their 
country of origin, mother tongue, culture, and general health. New immigrants in 
general are often in a particularly good state of health, which is also called the 
“healthy migrant effect” (Razum and Saß 2015). However, as the length of the stay 
in a host country increases, unfavorable working conditions, as well as disadvan-
taged socioeconomic situations, can contribute to a worsening of the health situa-
tion (Knipper and Bilgin 2009). Importantly, people with a migration background 
and the non-migrated majority population share the same socioeconomic determi-
nants of health (Razum and Saß 2015). However, migrants, especially refugees, 
may have experienced other risks during their lifetime (such as war, torture, and 
flight) and post-migratory living difficulties. Furthermore, for some populations, 
access to healthcare is restricted (Bolten 2007). This group includes refugees, asy-
lum seekers, people without a residence permit, as well as the Romani people, who 
live in different European countries (Beauftragte der Bundesregierung 2014).

On the one hand, cultural and linguistic diversity contains valuable social enrich-
ment. On the other hand, diversity also poses a challenge to healthcare. In the 1980s, 
at the first international World Health Organization (WHO) conference on health 
promotion, the Ottawa Charter was adopted, recommending that health promotion 
strategies should be adapted, oriented, and respectful to the patients’ cultural back-
grounds and social needs (1986).

22.2.1  The Power of the Migration Background

It is likely that many migrants can successfully manage the challenges of migration. 
In this context, individual and social resources are mentioned as particularly impor-
tant (Belz and Özkan 2017). Discrimination can be detrimental to managing migra-
tion resulting in bad mental health and hindering integration processes. A critical 
aspect is the visibility of a migration background: For example, external features 
such as clothing characteristics (e.g., a headscarf), skin color, or language can be 
used as cues that guide the perception of a judging person (Belz and Özkan 2017). 
As a result, stereotypical assumptions are made, such as religiosity, gender roles, or 
education. The former can result in the formation of misjudgments, which can, in 
turn, lead to communication disturbances as well as exclusions. Accordingly, how 
specific languages and accents are perceived in society can be decisive (Wagner and 
Riehl 2013). Plewnia and Rothe (2011) reported mostly positive attitudes in 
Germany toward languages such as English, Spanish, French, or Italian and a nega-
tive attitude toward languages such as Russian or Turkish. In this regard, several 
studies have shown an adverse effect of such discrimination experiences on mental 
health (Keys et al. 2015).
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22.2.2  Mental Effects of Migration

For those who migrate, migration does not only mean moving to another country 
but also the loss of the previous living environment (Bolten 2007). In this context, 
there are three types of stressors associated with migration, which are pre-migration 
stressors, peri-migration stressors, and post-migration stressors (Naydenova 2007). 
First, pre-migration stressors include reasons for migration, such as war, economic 
hardship or persecution, as well as preparations for the upcoming migration or fare-
well to home. Second, peri-migration stressors are difficulties on the journey or the 
migration process. Third, post-migration stressors occur after the actual migration 
and include language problems, cultural alienation, lack of a social network, legal 
problems, and other difficulties in terms of acculturation (Knipper and Bilgin 2009). 
Acculturation difficulties are associated with an increased vulnerability to mental 
illness (Sirin et al. 2013).

People who migrate face new challenges that can be indicated by a closer look at 
the migration process. The migration process can be divided into five stages 
(Sluzki 2010):

 1. Preparatory phase
 2. Act of migration itself
 3. Phase of overcompensation
 4. Phase of decompensation
 5. Phase of intergenerational adaptation processes.

The first stage is the preparatory phase. The affected people are mentally concerned 
with the migration up to the concrete implementation. At this stage, for example, the 
entrance opportunities to another country are evaluated, and it may be that the new 
language is learned. During this phase, pre-migration stressors appear (Belz and 
Özkan 2017). The second stage is the act of migration itself and includes the path 
from the country of origin to the destination of the migration. The stage of the 
migration act may take a longer time, such as for people who have to stop off in 
different countries when fleeing wars. At this stage, peri-migration stressors appear 
(Naydenova 2007). The third stage is the phase of overcompensation, which is 
explained by the high adaptability of migrants following arrival at their destination 
(Belz and Özkan 2017). The fourth stage is the phase of decompensation. The goal 
of this phase is to create a balance between preserving own cultural identity and 
simultaneously orienting oneself toward the new cultural and social environment. 
Important stressors that can cause an increased risk for mental illness at this stage 
are fear and confrontation with the foreign as well as mourning for the loss (Knipper 
and Bilgin 2009). In such cases, some common patterns, such as somatic complaints 
or psychological problems, arise in migrants to cope with pain, conflict, grief, ten-
sion, and accumulated stress (Sluzki 2010, p. 117f). Particularly, severe stressors, 
associated with mental stress, are experiences of discrimination and exclusion 
(Leong et al. 2013). The fifth and final stage is the phase of intergenerational adapta-
tion processes. If the phase of decompensation has not been completed before, the 
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adaptation processes are reactualized in the interaction with the descendants (Belz 
and Özkan 2017). Consequently, conflicts between the generations can arise that 
can, in turn, lead to symptom formation.

To date, epidemiological findings on the relationship between migration back-
ground and physical health are contradictory (UNHCR 2016). Nonetheless, regard-
ing the epidemiological outcomes of mental health, there is talk of an increased 
burden for people with a migration background. For instance, studies showed an 
increased psychosocial burden on people with a Turkish migration background liv-
ing in Germany (Möskö et al. 2011). Additionally, regional studies showed increased 
stress levels among adolescents and low mental health measures among adults with 
a Greek and Turkish migration background in Germany (Fichter et al. 1988; Rogner 
et al. 2001). International research also showed increased levels of psychopatho-
logical burden in Turkish immigrants in the Netherlands and Belgium (Levecque 
et al. 2007; Van der Wurff et al. 2004).

At the beginning of treatment in psychosomatic rehabilitation, people with 
migration background in Germany show a significantly higher psychopathological 
burden than those without a migration background (Möskö et al. 2011). Moreover, 
the outcome of psychosocial treatment showed the lowest treatment success rates 
for migrant groups from former Yugoslavia and Turkish patients compared to 
German patients (Möskö et  al. 2011). The treatment of people with a migration 
background can sometimes be more difficult because of difficulties in the diagnostic 
process, barriers in language communication, different cultural understandings in 
terms of disease and disorder concepts, and uncertainties of the practitioner in how 
to treat migrants (Al-Saffar et al. 2004; Penka et al. 2003; Yeo 2004. In addition, the 
encounter with the “foreign patient” is associated with the experience of negative 
feelings among employees of a psychiatric ward. Therefore, these negative feelings 
can complicate the relationship building and cause limited treatment success 
(Wohlfart et al. 2006).

These results illustrate the complexity and multiple challenges that have to be 
addressed in the context of psychosocial care for patients with a migrant back-
ground. Thus, migration is associated with an increased incidence of stressors and 
demands. As a result, there is an increased vulnerability to mental illness. However, 
it should be clearly emphasized that this does not mean that all migrants suffer from 
mental stress.

22.2.3  The Issue of Differences in Expression, 
Comprehension, and Culture

The first difficulties exist if the native language of a patient and therapist are not the 
same. The therapist and patient might, then, fall back on a third, common language, 
which has high possibility to not be as optimal as native languages in terms of self- 
expression. There might be different reasons for migrants why they may show 
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 inadequate proficiency in the migration country’s language, for example, due to 
mental health problems and lack of necessary political and/or financial possibilities 
and support. For instance, the costs for German language courses in Germany are 
not refunded by social services for people with an ongoing procedure for their status 
of asylum. Language barriers frequently lead to the reduction of treatment quality. 
For example, some therapists simply use medication, as there would be an insuffi-
cient base of common language for psychotherapeutic approaches (Belz and Özkan 
2017). Likewise, language barriers often go along with deficiencies in treatment of 
patients with migration background, since the treatment sometimes even can be 
avoided by the clinician (Özkan and Belz 2015).

In the case of patients with low linguistic proficiency, it is possible to use inter-
preters; however, this can be difficult due to political and/or institutional terms. 
Rarely do therapists speak the language of the foreign patient (Gün et al. 2010). 
Furthermore, the use of interpreter is not always recommended, especially when the 
interpreters are not specially trained for therapeutic settings. Different problems 
may arise in that context. Incorrect translations, for example, insufficient language 
proficiency of the interpreter, could lead to the loss of control of the therapist; there 
also might be a loss of information because of selective translation, which could 
result in underdiagnosed or wrongly diagnosed situations. Eventually, because of 
the presence of the interpreter in the therapy room, the therapist could feel judged, 
observed, disrupted, and even competed with. This may impair the therapy, for 
example, therapists may behave differently and not in an authentic way (Özkan and 
Belz 2015). In addition, the psychological situation of the interpreters is also of 
concern; they are especially vulnerable, since they are exposed to high emotional 
stress and have no background in psychotherapeutic training and psychohygiene 
(Özkan and Belz 2014).

Also, differences in cultural expressions can affect the therapeutic process. 
Cultural expressions of symptoms like “My liver is burning” (Bröhl 2010) are 
expressions for pain which actually means “being down in the dumps” for describ-
ing feeling depressed, which might be misinterpreted by doctors and therapists as a 
somatic illness. Somatization is often regarded as expressions of non-Western cul-
tures to a suffering, psychological condition. Initially, it may seem to correlate with 
low knowledge about the human body and a low tolerance for psychological strain, 
resulting in a focus on somatic pain. However, it should be considered that such 
expressions are part of the interpersonal and social meaning of a language, because 
many patients are able to name psychological aspects when inquired more closely. 
Nevertheless, based on cultural differences, therapists may misinterpret these 
expressions, and such misunderstandings may lead to a wrong diagnosis, which also 
affects the treatment outcomes and, thus, critically, the health of the patient (Özkan 
and Belz 2015).

Not only expression and language might yield an aggravating contrast but also 
the understanding and perception of illness itself. Patients may have different 
assumptions about the etiology of the medical conditions. Assumptions can range 
from a magic, religious causality to a naturalistic conclusion. Important to mention 
is the shame for the suffering as well, due to the respective culture: For example, 
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someone may not like to talk about one’s distress, to preserve the reputation of the 
family and to avoid social contempt. As a result of shame and fear, diagnosis about 
the condition of a patient might be incomplete and unspecified. However, it must be 
taken into account that such beliefs can be found among native patients from west-
ern cultures too, such that the foreign culture or migration would not have to be the 
cause (Özkan and Belz 2015).

22.2.4  Culturalization

People seeking refuge and/or migrating to another country often experience a radical 
change of their life. Within a new environment, they first must learn, understand, and 
adapt to social aspects like cultural expression and other procedures. Besides these 
challenges, the escape means a great burden, as many leave their homelands unwill-
ingly. Not only do they have to face the separation from their home and social envi-
ronment, but also they might experience isolation in the new country based on cultural 
differences and language barriers (Özkan and Belz 2014). The new language and 
other post-migratory living difficulties in the new country display many challenges.

Sometimes some features such as traits and behaviors of a patient are stereotypi-
cally categorized by the therapist based on the common cultural features and char-
acteristics of a certain culture. This is called culturalization wherein values and 
attitudes of a culture are attributed to the other person. Such ascriptions may be 
triggered already by external features (i.e., headscarf, accent); however, values and 
attitudes are hardly possible to determine just by the physical appearance. It can 
quickly lead to misunderstandings and misjudgments and the culture of a patient 
instead the patient as an individual would be brought into the focus. In addition, the 
perception of culture could be perceived differently by the therapist to what it actu-
ally is. Thus, the patient’s individuality would be ignored and the patient perceived 
as a representative member of one homogenous group (Belz and Özkan 2016). This 
impedes identifying cultural similarities between patient and therapist, and the 
patient will be distinguished as subjectively strange or foreign. With the so-called 
othering (Reuter 2011), one focuses on the difference, resulting in exaggeration of 
differences and ignoring similarities. The therapist can feel uncertain and insecure 
in the treatment process of the “other” which can evoke consequences like strange-
ness of the therapist, rejection or referral to another therapist, cancellation of the 
therapy, or even misdiagnosis and mistreatment (Belz and Özkan 2016).

22.2.5  Risk Factors for Migrants

While the therapeutic interaction may contain mistakes in terms of culturalization 
and othering, risk factors also play an important role beforehand. Migration stress 
describes the correlation between an increased vulnerability for psychological dis-
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orders and a migration background. It is founded through migration as a process of 
critical life changes, including the planning to migration as an act, also adaptation 
and interaction in the new, cultural environment. Therefore, of relevance are differ-
ent kinds of migrant stressors. For instance, in the face of language barriers and 
cultural differences, it is hard to build up a social network. Many have had to leave 
behind their social network; additionally they may experience isolation and cultural 
strangeness in the migrated country (Belz and Özkan 2017; Özkan and Belz 2014). 
In the so-called acculturation process, it leads to a change of the personal identity 
through migration. This includes learning and adaption to the new cultural context. 
However, trying to adapt to the new culture can conflict with their own cultural 
characteristics, which may lead to dissonances and acculturation stress. Besides the 
use of individual resources and received social support, perceived discrimination is 
also critical during that process. Again, possible stereotypes and discriminative atti-
tudes of natives possibly lead to communication failures, racism, and/or isolation. 
Structural barriers such as limited residency permits or limited access to healthcare 
systems hinder the positive influence of the psychotherapy as well (Belz and Özkan 
2017). Moreover, having a low socioeconomic status may aggravate the access to 
therapists, which additionally correlates with a higher experience of stress in gen-
eral (Mösko et al. 2008; Özkan and Belz 2014; Razum and Saß 2015).

22.3  Case Studies

22.3.1  Case Study 1 Treatment Errors in Practice

A single young man from Afghanistan was brought to hospital by the police because 
he had previously behaved aggressively toward others. According to the staff of the 
residential facility, Mr. S. presented himself as friendly and reserved. However, after 
several weeks, his behavior suddenly changed.

Mr. S. could barely communicate in German language, and no interpreter was 
involved during the treatment. On the ward, the patient acted agitated and was 
quickly irritable, which, in addition to the language barrier, led to uncertainties 
when the treatment team contacted to the patient.

Given the situation, the frustration of the patient and the treatment team was 
increasing. Mr. S. was getting more and more demanding, and the situation was get-
ting worse. At the same time, the patient presented himself intrusive toward the 
female patients and staff members. After addressing the issue, the patient showed 
little understanding and cooperation. Without further diagnostics, Mr. S. was 
 diagnosed with an antisocial personality disorder. The staff had a negative attitude 
toward the patient and intended a fast discharge. A doctor expressed the need for a 
general discussion on how to “handle these aggressive young men who are con-
stantly harassing women.” Other staff members used the “culture” of the patient to 
explain the rude behavior.
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Upon later admission of the patient to another ward of the same clinic, methyl-
enedioxypyrovalerone (MDPV) consumption was detected, which explained his 
consipcuity. Among others, MDPV can trigger intense paranoia, hypervigilance, 
and increased mental arousal. After a detailed personality diagnostic was carried 
out, it became clear that the patient did not fulfill the criteria of an antisocial person-
ality disorder. After treatment with a neuroleptic drug, the patient’s overreacting 
behavior diminished.

In the case of Mr. S., failures occurred in the beginning of the treatment leading 
to mistakes in diagnostics and treatment. The treatment without an interpreter was 
already critical, because of his lack of proficiency in German. There might have 
been some misunderstandings because of a low language base and ways of expres-
sion, which led to the corresponding misdiagnosis. Additionally, Mr. S. received an 
inappropriate treatment for his situation. The communication regarding the behav-
ior between staff and patient also might have been ineffective because of the men-
tioned language barriers. By using a trained interpreter, many aspects could have 
been clearly communicated and the treatment quality improved.

Culturalization and stereotyping play an important role for the diagnosis and 
treatment in general: Mistakenly, the behavior was overgeneralized and attributed to 
the culture, instead of considering the individuality of the case, which led to ignor-
ing the patient’s personal biography and situation. The consequences were in the 
form of the attitude of the staff toward Mr. S. and the absent culture-sensitive treat-
ment: They categorized him as someone “other” and treated him in this way, which 
may have led to the increasingly negative attitudes and isolation of the patient.

In that case, it was important to consider the influence of MDPV on his behavior 
and symptoms. The statement of the clinician about “young men of his kind” implies 
such behavior was observed before elsewhere. Mr. S. was related to “other cases” in 
terms of hidden wrong assumptions based on his external features and cultural 
background, which caused recommendation of wrong treatment while ignoring rel-
evant symptoms and causes.

22.3.2  Potential Treatment Errors Regarding Trauma Patients

As mentioned already, different languages and expressions can lead to misunder-
standings, following incorrect diagnosis and treatment. Furthermore, the post- 
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms by themselves can impede right 
diagnosis and treatment. When patients try to explain their symptoms related to a 
PTSD, for example, visual and acoustic flashbacks, some therapists, based on lan-
guage difficulties, misinterpret these symptoms as schizophrenic hallucinations. In 
addition, avoidance behaviors harden the detection of a traumatization by making it 
difficult for patients to talk about their trauma and related symptoms.

Apart from the overlooking of the PTSD diagnosis, sometimes there is also a risk 
of overfocusing on traumatization, especially in refugees. Mental distress in refu-
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gees could also be a different, psychological disorder other than PTSD.  In this 
regard, a comprehensive differential diagnostic evaluation is recommended, and 
attention should be strongly given to the biography and history of a patient.

22.3.3  Case Study 2: Treatment Errors 
Regarding Trauma Patients

Mrs. G. was a refugee from Afghanistan, who had been living in Germany for 2 
years. She came to therapy because she had hardly slept for months and was anxious 
and frightened. She also said that she saw regular news reports about violence and 
terror in her home country. She was only able to describe in a few words that she 
was afraid that a man could take her away. The therapist asked about the fear more 
precisely, and he found that Mrs. G. often saw a man in front of her and was unable 
to do anything about that situation. He would suddenly stand in front of her, yelling 
at her, and then, just as suddenly, he would no longer be there. She felt a heavy 
burden, so that she often could not sleep, had nightmares, and was nervous during 
the day. When she had these thoughts, she often twitched, was sensitive to loud 
noises, and was often unresponsive. Especially after these moments, she remained 
nervous and frightened for a long time. Out of fear, she especially avoided long 
stays outside her home.

The therapist assumed that Mrs. G. was afraid of becoming a victim, based on 
the news from Afghanistan. Above all, he attributed the described impressions to the 
news reports, which actually would have nothing to do with Mrs. G personally. 
Because of the constancy and nature of the description, he assumed a psychotic 
disorder as diagnosis. He tried to explain that the terror was taking place in 
Afghanistan and not in the country she had fled to and that the danger was far away 
from her. The therapist assumed that Mrs. G. considered the appearance of the man 
to be real. He recommended antipsychotic medication in a psychiatric setting.

However, the therapist did not know that Mrs. G. herself was the victim of 
aggressive abuse in her home country. Out of shame, she did not talk about the 
intrusive experiences of abuse. The therapist limited the treatment to the current 
situation after the flight, neglecting the biography of Mrs. G as well as a sensitive 
approach. She tried to make the therapist realize that she knew that the impressions 
of the man could not be real, and she did not inevitably experience them as if they 
were. In that case, many of the therapist’s direct questions were quite unpleasant. 
She gave up trying to further differentiate her descriptions to avoid talking about the 
abusive experiences of her past. Thus, the therapist overlooked possible PTSD 
symptoms.

Cases like Mr. S. and Mrs. G. are not uncommon. Even with available access to 
treatment options, quality of treatment is often lower for migrants and refugees 
compared to the majority of the population. Health-related interventions and health 
services often lack cultural sensitivity (Razum and Saß 2015).
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22.3.4  Stereotypes

The cases of Mr. S. and Mrs. G. show that, had some factors during these treatment 
processes been taken into account, the treatment could have been positively 
influenced.

The attitude of the clinician is very important, especially in case of patients with 
a migration background. Prejudices and stigma are everywhere; they are essential 
for the brain to create categories, which enable us to make decisions which are cru-
cial for survival. Moreover, they also make us act nonreflectively, and that can lead 
to phenomena such as culturalization. It is important to recognize and reflect our 
own prejudices and stigmata, because they influence our actions unconsciously, 
which affects facial expressions, gestures, and connotations of words, no matter 
how much effort is put in to put across an open-minded attitude. This can affect the 
way the practitioner deals with the problems of the patient and, ultimately, the 
course of the therapy.

Simply by reflecting our own prejudices and cultural imprints, the stereotyping 
of certain ethnic groups can be reduced. The encounter with “foreign patients” can 
trigger negative feelings, such as dissatisfaction, impatience, and frustration 
(Wohlfart et al. 2006), but these feelings of strangeness can be counteracted through 
the recognition and reflection of this information. The feeling of strangeness as a 
product of perception is not manifest because it results in the distinction of the self 
(Özkan 2011; Waldenfels 2006). The process of self-reflection enables the percep-
tion of our own life objectively and, consequently, the ability to improve the under-
standing of people’s individual inner world and their diverse cultural backgrounds. 
Through interaction across cultural boundaries, self-reflection, acquisition of back-
ground knowledge, personal experience, and narrative empathy (Althaus et  al. 
2010), we can develop the so-called transcultural sensitivity.

22.3.5  Transcultural Sensitivity

The term transculturation describes a complex process regarding the interplay of 
different cultures, which interact to each other to consequently form a new cultural 
phenomenon. The interconnections between cultures result from migration pro-
cesses and globalization (Welsch 1995).

Althaus et al. (2010) describe three main goals of transcultural sensitivity: The 
first goal is, as mentioned before, to improve the mind-set of the clinicians regarding 
cultural issues and reflections of the stereotyping and culturalization. The second 
goal is dealing with theoretical medical knowledge about the patient’s concepts and 
perceptions of illness. There are a number of diverse influence factors, which are 
dependent on cultural background, and these can affect the development and expres-
sion of the disease. Social determinants can play a significant role for the expression 
of disease, which can be more body-related in eastern cultures when compared with 
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western cultures. The last goal describes the development of a “know-how” concept 
for the practitioner, which is mainly acquired by improving communication skills. 
Scientific studies have shown a direct link between effective communication and 
health outcomes of the patient (Stewart 1995). Dealing with patients with diverse 
cultural origins and other languages can be quite challenging for clinicians. 
According to a study evaluating the intercultural opening of an outpatient psycho-
therapeutic care unit in Berlin, more than half (56.8%) of the psychotherapists in 
charge mentioned difficulties in the treatment of patients with limited German lan-
guage skills. Furthermore, almost one-third of the psychotherapists (30.5%) indi-
cated that they refused to carry out the treatment due to language barriers (Odening 
et al. 2013). In terms of language barriers, it is important to implement a profes-
sional interpreter to promote communication in a transcultural context, which leads 
to an effective treatment process (Stewart et al. 1999).

The sufficiency and efficiency of communication should always be monitored, 
especially when dealing with patients with a different linguistic background. Clinicians 
and interpreters should be trained in cooperation to ensure a good communication.

As mentioned before, the contact with patients with different cultural roots can 
initially initiate insecurity. An opportunity to carry out the treatment is to begin with 
joining, which is characterized by an opened curious contact with an interest in the 
patient’s inner world. It is important to schedule plenty of time to create an oppor-
tunity to discuss different cultural views.

First, a meeting of two people takes place through interaction, which leads to 
finding out more about each other’s cultural values and inner world. The resonance 
between the history of the patient and the clinician leads to transcultural connection 
(von Wogau 2003). Attributing Mr. S’s behavior to his cultural background would 
not have been the case if empathetic asking about his inner world and perception of 
himself and his own culture had been employed. By means of this, his conspicuous 
behavior could have been assigned to signs of drug use. The aspect of no opportu-
nity to communicate and clarify can be experienced as quite frustrating and over-
straining for the patient and clinician. Therefore, it is important to work with a 
professional interpreter in such cases, to reduce challenges for both sides.

From the first moment on, the clinician should be sensitive and mindful about 
cultural differences. For instance, conventions of greeting can differ from culture to 
culture. In some cultures, the handshake is unusual and can be interpreted as inap-
propriate. During the session, it could be helpful if the clinician says something 
about himself in the form of self-disclosure (Baldwin 2013), to reduce anxiety 
related to psychotherapy and negative associations about its use. Every clinician 
should be attentive as to how much he is revealing about himself, since  self- disclosure 
is not helpful for every patient. In sum, barriers can be reduced by an empathetic 
and open-minded clinician, who respects the individuality of every patient.

Also, maintaining an attitude as “knower not knower” (Anderson and Goolishian 
1988; von Wogau 2003) may be useful. The clinician takes the position as a knower 
knowing about nothing. In this manner, he is able to find more understanding about 
the subjective inner world of the patient, even without much knowledge about their 
background. Generally, the subjective attitude of the patients to their culture is very 
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important and not equal to universal aspects of the culture. The first step is to find 
out more about the belief systems, family structures, hierarchies, gender roles, reli-
gion, concepts of illness, and socioeconomic structure and how these elements 
influence the patient (von Wogau 2003). By an empathetic and respectful listening, 
the clinician is able to get an insight into the individual lifeworld of the patient. In 
this case, the patient is the expert of his own culture, and it is worthy to be open for 
new views and learning more about his personal culture. This approach has some 
characteristics in common with the client-centered therapy by Carl Rogers (Rogers 
1981). To get an insight of the patient’s inner world, it can be helpful to carry out a 
migration-focused narrative by questioning about the experiences before migration, 
reason of migration, the way of entry, separationss from important persons, and 
reunification (Falicov 1998; von Wogau 2003).

Acquiring competences in how to interact with patients having different cultural 
backgrounds can be accomplished in different ways. Self-reflection and self- 
awareness are vital in that process. Obtaining knowledge about different cultures is 
helpful to be capable quickly and acquire a certain degree of understanding. On the 
other hand, it is impossible to gain a deep insight for every culture in the world, and 
that would exceed the capacity of the clinician. Through self-awareness, self- 
reflection, and acquiring knowledge, the clinician can get a better awareness of 
one’s own mind-set and improve one’s transcultural sensitivity, which is applicable 
to every patient regardless of the cultural background.

22.4  The Göttinger Concept

Culture-sensitive therapy based on transcultural sensitivity is carried out in different 
institutions. As an example, the Göttinger concept was developed in 1998 at the 
state hospital in Göttingen and improved further in the Asklepios clinic, Göttingen, 
Germany (Özkan and Belz 2015; Tumani et al. 1999). The concept pursues the goal 
to integrate patients with migration background into the regular care system. This 
opportunity is not complementary to the present care system but, rather, regarded as 
a part of the regular care within the scope of psychiatric institutional outpatient units 
in Germany (Özkan and Belz 2014). An important component of that service is a 
culture-sensitive, disorder-focused, and resources-oriented individual therapy. Not 
only interpreters but also therapists with migration backgrounds who speak other 
languages are employed to ensure unproblematic communication with patients.

In addition, a specific group therapy, which is adapted to patients with low knowl-
edge of the German language, is carried out. By this means, even patients with low 
language proficiency can be supported through group therapeutic interventions. 
Moreover, a holistic, multidisciplinary approach is practiced via interdisciplinary 
teams consisted of psychiatrists, psychologists, care professionals, and social work-
ers. Cultural competence is ensured through training courses and seminars, across 
the disciplines in a culture-sensitive way. As mentioned before, interpreters are 
indispensable when needed. Specialized training for interpreters about the special 
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requirements of the field is also provided. This is important to avoid excessive 
demands that can arise during the process of translation and possible psychological 
burden of the interpreters that can be triggered by the psychotherapeutic process.

Even if this concept is 20 years old already, there is still demand on awareness of 
culture-sensitive hospitals in Germany, which means that there is effort but not fully 
sufficient implementation.

In the long term, it is hoped that, through the transcultural opening of the whole 
health system in Germany, it would not be necessary to have specialized psychiatric 
units for migrants (Özkan and Belz 2014).

22.5  Summary

Working in a transcultural setting can be associated with different barriers and is not 
always uncomplicated for the clinician and the patient. There is lack of scientific 
data on patients with migration background, their access to qualified interpreters, 
and work conditions of clinicians who are dealing with that issue (Althaus et al. 
2010). However, it is a fact that we live in a multicultural world and everybody has 
daily contact with diverse people. Additionally, people who are working in health-
care institutions often treat people with migration background, and deal with their 
individual needs, especially after the rising number of refugees in the western world. 
Although there are existing barriers in the healthcare system, some of them can be 
overcome through the effort of the clinician. Exploration of one’s own stereotyping 
tendencies takes time but, at the same time, enables individual growth of the person-
ality. Independent of whether the patient has a migration background or not, self- 
exploring and reflecting are crucial in treatment processes. In the long term, that 
approach delivers benefits in dealing with the understanding of the own inner world 
and developing open-mindedness toward any other culture. This can also reduce or 
resolve mutual misunderstandings. It is necessary to change structures of the health 
system, to enable equal therapeutic standards for all patients. In therapy with 
patients with migration background, integrative approaches are more effective than 
excluding concepts. Concepts which just include patients with migration back-
ground would not be supportive regarding integration strategies. That method can 
lead to exclusion and decline the visibility of some patients in the regular health 
system (Özkan and Belz 2014).

In contrast to that, a diversity-supportive healthcare system that pays regard to 
individual needs of the patients, no matter where they come from, opens the doors 
for patients with migration background and leads to decrease access barriers (Razum 
and Saß 2015).

Knischewitzky-Bohlen and Graef-Callies (2014) also support to decrease access 
barriers and determine three levels of intercultural competence in healthcare system:

 1. Knowledge level: Consciousness and knowledge about existence of different liv-
ing worlds and environment, which can be culturally shaped and find their results 
in presenting symptoms, illness concepts, and healing progresses.
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 2. Attitude and positioning: Openness, inquisitiveness, encouragement, apprecia-
tion, and respect for the individual biography should be present.

 3. Attainments: Skills in shaping therapeutic processes. It is about skills in dealing 
with treatment difficulties or the perceived helplessness and also the ability to get 
professional advice in such cases.

By means of empathic, open-minded, and culture-sensitive therapeutic approaches, 
barriers between the clinicians and help-seeking patients with migration back-
ground can be overcome. Improving transcultural competencies of the care provid-
ers can definitely be helpful in meeting the demands of the patients and clinicians. 
In these approaches, mistakes should not always be considered as failures and result 
in helplessness in therapists but should be seen as possibilities by overthinking and 
solving them with the patient as an expert in his own culture to better approximate 
the individual needs of the patient.
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Chapter 23
The Success and Failures of Michael 
Jackson. A Psychobiography Through 
the Lens of the Trickster Archetype

Claude-Hélène Mayer

Such a man knows that whatever is wrong in the world is in 
himself,
and if he only learns to deal with his own shadow
he has done something real for the world.

He has succeeded in shouldering at least
an infinitesimal part of the gigantic, unsolved social problem of 
our day…

How can anyone see straight
when he does not even see himself
and the darkness he unconsciously carries
with him into all his dealings.

C.G. Jung

Abstract Jung’s archetypes have been subject to numerous research studies. The 
trickster is an aspect of the shadow archetype in its negative traits, representing the 
shadowy sides of flexibility, fluidity, wit and ingenuity. The trickster is viewed as an 
embodiment of contradictions and dualities and is associated with a force which 
serves as a balancing agent, challenging convention. The author reflects on the trick-
ster archetype and its implications in the life of Michael Jackson, an American 
leader in the music industry, who became one of the most famous pop icons in the 
world, the “King of Pop”. By reflecting on his life development and on selected 
outstanding events, the author explores the way in which the trickster archetype 
affected the success and failure of the star. This chapter offers an analysis of the 
moves of Michael Jackson within the context and expression of the trickster arche-
type and his appeals to overcome boundaries of race, gender, generation and culture 
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flexibly and fluidly with ingenuity, creativity and positive leadership. In the end, 
however, it is assumed that the strength and power of the trickster archetype active 
in this celebrity’s life led to failures and ultimately to his premature death. It is 
argued that the trickster archetype needs to be recognised, seen, acknowledged and 
understood in its depth to maintain the success of the leader or to transform leader-
ship stories from those of failure to stories of success.

Keywords Mistakes · Error · Failure · Jung · Archetype · The trickster · Success · 
Boundary · Convention · Acknowledgement · Transformation · Crossover

23.1  Introduction

Jung’s archetype theory has been subject to numerous research studies in the con-
text of psychology and related disciplines (Jung 1969, 1971; Snider 2009; Azaria 
2017). Archetypes are defined as images, themes and symbols of the collective con-
sciousness. They can be both positive and negative and always contain the potential 
for the opposite of their (positive) central characteristic and their positive potential. 
Usually the shadow represents “the negative side of the personality, the sum of all 
those unpleasant qualities we like to hide, together with the insufficiently developed 
functions and the contents of the personal unconscious” (Jung 1971, 103). Every 
person carries a shadow, and the less it is embodied in the individual’s conscious 
life, the denser it is.

The trickster is usually seen as an aspect of the shadow in its negative traits, 
representing flexibility, fluidity, wit and ingenuity, being either an individual or 
archetypal shadow. The trickster archetype might appear in disguise, for example, 
as an animal or as someone who changes shape. It is viewed as an embodiment of 
contradictions and dualities and is associated with a force which serves as a balanc-
ing agent, which challenges convention.

This chapter discusses the trickster archetype and its expression and application 
in the context of leadership. Therefore, a psychobiographical approach is chosen, 
and the life and specific life events of Michael Jackson, as a leading artist in the 
twenty-first century, are analysed. Findings are presented and discussed in the con-
text of Jung’s archetype theory, particularly that of the trickster. Based on theoreti-
cal approaches, the usefulness of comprehending the success and failure in Michael 
Jackson’s artistic leadership is proposed. Selected life events, his life development 
and stories of his leadership in local, regional and global affairs are analysed, and 
his success and failure are viewed in the context of the trickster archetype. It is 
argued that the trickster archetype needs to be recognised, seen, acknowledged and 
understood in its depth to maintain success in leadership and/or to transform leader-
ship from failure to success.
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In the next section, a short introduction to archetype theory is provided, followed 
by a closer view of the trickster archetype from a research perspective. Further on, 
a theoretical background on leadership is given in terms of success and failure. 
Based on this theoretical foundation, one artistic leadership story is analysed from 
a psychobiographical perspective. Finally, conclusions are drawn and recommenda-
tions given, while it is assumed that understanding the life of the “King of Pop” 
could lead to an increased understanding of the archetypal forces at play in contem-
porary societies and global affairs.

23.2  Archetype Theory

Discourses on archetypes have evolved in science ever since Carl Gustav Jung 
developed the concept. According to Jung (1971), archetypes are culturally and 
generationally transmitted and often unconsciously present in the life of individu-
als. They are universal patterns, found across cultures (Hall 1989). They build the 
content of myths and mythology, legends, fairy tales and stories and can also be 
found in spiritual or religious texts (Hall 1989). They are bipolar, meaning that they 
contain the potential for the opposite of their central characteristic (Snider 2009). 
Stein (2009, 85) explains that for Jung, “the archetype is a primary source of psy-
chic symbols which attract energy, structure it, and lead ultimately to the creation of 
civilization and culture”. Archetypes are stored in the collective unconscious (Rosen 
et al. 1991) and are described by Jung (1936) as pre-existent form of motifs and 
images which reproduce themselves repeatedly and which are originated through 
repeated human experiences. Reason and Marshall (2001) observe that individuals 
tell stories about themselves and they “re-story” their lives by drawing on myths, 
imaginal forms and collective motifs to do this. Reason and Marshall (2001, 317) 
argue that if individuals draw on these archetypal forms to define themselves within 
the world, they express the collective unconscious and reach out to an “essential 
source of creativity and to the reality of our imagination” which integrates the soul 
and psyche as well as the intellect and experience.

23.2.1  The Trickster Archetype

The trickster archetype can be found in many stories, across time and across various 
cultures (Azaria 2017; Den Uijl 2010; Lock 2002) and has been described as being 
a hero of different cultures (Radin 1956/1971; Hyde 1998). The trickster archetype 
is often viewed as an embodiment of contradictions and dualities. It is associated 
with being a liminal and transitional archetype which recreates boundaries and 
edges and stimulates transition (Hyde 1998). According to Azaria (2017), it is also 
a force which serves as a balancing agent, challenging convention. Reason and 
Marshall (2001, 317) suggest that the trickster archetype represents a pattern in 
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which the character “flits from idea to idea, moves between upper and lower worlds, 
is a bearer of new ideas, [and] loves to give others the ideas or tools to do a job, and 
then leave them to do the dirty work”. Hyde (1998, 7) defines the trickster as “the 
mythic embodiment of ambiguity and ambivalence, doubleness and duplicity, con-
tradiction and paradox”, while Radin (1956) states that it is not clear whether the 
trickster is a human or a subhuman. Further, the author maintains that the trickster 
is a very unconscious character who always displays his ambiguity without being 
aware of it (Radin 1956). In their writings, Reason and Marshall (2001) point out 
that living the trickster archetype can bring amazing positive, as well as very nega-
tive experiences which can be painful, but also helpful to move from one transition 
in life to another.

Snider (2009) emphasises that the trickster can appear in various guises, such as 
in the form of a fool, a vampire, a charlatan or, in its more positive way, a clown. 
Tricksters are usually unconsciously possessed by archetypal forces or figures 
which lead them to compensate for their psychic split by persecuting others (Snider 
2009). Often, the trickster archetype, if active in a leader or powerful and influential 
person, can either cause harm for the in-group or for members of other groups who 
are perceived as the out-group (Snider 2009). These “others” are then described as 
enemies or they are demonised. Snider (2009) concludes that the trickster arche-
type—for example, Satan, the coyote, the raven (trickster might often change in 
narrations or myths into animals), the Winnebago trickster in Native American 
mythology,1 as well as world leaders such as Hitler or Stalin—can play havoc with 
the hyperrational personality and community.

Hynes and Doty (1993) define six characteristics of the trickster which might be 
unified in the trickster figure or else occur in another way within this mythological 
figure: (a) ambiguity, anomaly and polyvalence; (b) trickery; (c) metamorphosis and 
ability to change; (d) being a motivator, revolutionary and changer of a situation; (e) 
being a messenger and imitator of gods; and (f) a bricoleur. The trickster figure can 
be very violent in reaching its aims without taking the consequences into account 
(Jung 1969).

In view of the global trends of increasing violence, destruction, ambivalence and 
terrorism—but at the same time increasing revolutionary thoughts, creativity, pro-
gressive ways of living, transculturality and individual ways of expression—it is 
assumed in this chapter that the trickster archetype is active in many individuals and 
sociocultural contexts. Michael Jackson is seen as an individual who strongly used 
the archetype of the trickster in his life and his career. Azaria (2017) argues that if 
one aims at understanding and balancing meaning and action “in the currently 
duplicitous cultural and political climate in which we find ourselves”, one has to 
take a closer look at the dynamics of the archetype of the trickster. The trickster 
archetype usually represents someone or something which challenges the status quo 
(Lock 2002). However, it has been noted that to understand the trickster archetype 

1 The Winnebago trickster is a figure represented in the myth of the Winnebago (Siouan people of 
Wisconsin, USA). This trickster occurs in tales and stories in human or animal form and represents 
anarchy, disorder and chaos (Velie 1991).
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is in itself challenging, since it appears to be dubious and ambiguous (Lock 2002). 
Often, it is not clearly defined whether the trickster is human or divine, female or 
male, or which ethnic origin it has. Tricksters usually cross, bend, break and  redefine 
borders and often derive intelligence by acting on their desires and learning from the 
consequences (Garrison 2009). This can be interpreted as positive, because the 
trickster archetype may create new insights and openings into closed structures and 
thereby reveal hidden potentials and innovations. The trickster can, however, also be 
interpreted as negative in the way that it displays characteristics of an individual’s 
“shadow”, characteristics which are paradoxical, ironic and ambiguous and which 
create this kind of effect in an unsettling atmosphere (Beebe 1981). The trickster has 
a loosening function which compensates for the disposition to rigidity in the collec-
tive consciousness, thereby approaching the irrational depths and keeping entry 
open to the world of the instincts and the archetypal realities (Jung and von Franz 
1985). The trickster figure is a rebel, constantly changing the rules, and is usually 
described as a male figure which temporarily changes into that of a female 
(Lock 2002).

In post-modern societies, the trickster archetype is displayed, for example, in 
hackers who are described as “tricksters of the digital age”, bringing creativity and 
innovation to organisations and societies on one hand while threatening them on the 
other hand, not least at the level of digital security (Nikitina 2012). Lock (2002) 
points out that the contemporary figure of the trickster seems to be well aware of its 
trickery, while the ancient archaic type of the trickster is rather unconscious. The 
post-modern trickster is then further characterised as playful, manipulating the lan-
guage, ambiguous regarding the truth and conscious of its influence. Jung (1969) 
shows that the trickster, if evolving to be conscious on a higher level, is able to 
reflect on and meta-communicate about its role. Edward Snowden, for example, 
displays a post-modern trickster figure, simultaneously a hero and a villain, who is 
breaking conventions (Azaria 2017). The trickster archetype is present when indi-
viduals experience unpredictability and doubt, when breaking out of categories, 
confronting risk, having “mixed feelings”, for example, joy and sorrow. The arche-
type represents an “inner split” which occurs in transition stages and appears to be 
an “immature yet tremendously powerful individual” (Azaria 2017).

Archetypal theory has been strongly criticised (Den Uijl 2010). However, while 
such criticism is acknowledged, in the present chapter, it remains unexamined. 
Further information can be found in Den Uijl (2010).

23.3  Leadership, Leadership Stories, Success and Failure

Leadership has become a highly recognised research area globally and in terms of 
interdisciplinary research (Gupta and Van Wart 2015; Northouse 2013). It is defined 
as the ability of an individual, a leader, to motivate others to reach the aims of the 
system, for example, the organisation (Amos 2012). Rost (1994) emphasises that 
several leadership definitions involve the mobilising of a group. Leaders have to 
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influence their followers to follow and perform (Northouse 2016). Often, they are 
required to resolve complex problems and find solutions for complex phenomena 
occurring in ambiguous situations (Reiter-Palmon and Illies 2005). A successful 
leader needs creativity, intelligence and wisdom—and uses the interplay of these 
three characteristics (Sternberg 2003, 2006). Knowledge and a desire to think in 
novel and original, innovative ways are also characteristic of leaders (Sternberg and 
Lubart 1995).

Leadership resides in the leader’s ability to create a story of successful leadership 
(Sternberg 2005). This leadership story needs to address the followers’ needs; it 
should be authentic and carry parts of the leader’s life story (Avolio et al. 2004). In 
addition, it should correspond to the leader’s action and support the leader’s behav-
iour. Leadership should be perceived as authentic and stable; it should provide fol-
lowers with an idea of reality and with emotional connection and commitment 
(Bennett 2016), as well as meaningfulness (Stephens and Carmeli 2016). All of this 
can be established by successful leadership stories.

According to Sternberg (2008, 103), leadership stories which succeed are those 
which fit their followers, are communicated in a compelling way, are implemented 
to give the impression that they are succeeding and persuade followers to believe 
that the story accomplished its aim. Leadership stories which fail are usually those 
which do not fit the followers’ needs, fail to communicate their story, fail to imple-
ment the story and do not persuade followers that the stories manage to accomplish 
what they promised. They fail to be coherent and allow a story of successful leader-
ship to be replaced by stories of personal failure.

23.4  Research Methodology

Psychobiographies aim to analyse the lives of extraordinary individuals across their 
lifespan, through the lens of a psychological theory (Runyan 1988; Mayer 2017) by 
using either single case study approaches or comparative case studies (Schultz 
2005). The focus in this chapter is on the person, Michael Jackson, his life and 
selected life events in the context of the trickster archetype theory.

23.4.1  Sampling

The study used purposive non-probability sampling (Oliver 2006), based on pri-
mary and secondary data analysis. Michael Jackson was one of the most extraordi-
nary musicians in the world at the beginning of the twenty-first century. He was 
purposefully chosen according to the following criteria: He was a US citizen and a 
twenty-first-century leader in the world of music and the music industry. He is 
described as extraordinary and discussed as a controversial figure. In terms of the 
primary analysis, Michael Jackson displays the trickster archetype and therefore 
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seems to be suitable for the analysis based on the chosen theory (primary and sec-
ondary data).

23.4.2  Data Collection and Analysis

The data collection was based on first-person and third-person documents (Allport 
1961), including autobiographical accounts, internet sources, journal and newspa-
per articles, interviews, video documentaries, personal statements and creative 
works. These documents were sourced from literature and Internet analysis through 
various search engines (Google scholar, Eric, Sabinet) using keywords such as 
“Michael Jackson”, “King of Pop” and music titles.

The various forms of data were analysed through content analysis based on a 
five-step process described by Terre Blanche et al. (2006, pp. 322–326). The process 
involves familiarisation and immersion (researchers familiarise themselves with the 
first- and third-person documents), inducing themes (the trickster archetype), cod-
ing (with regard to the theme trickster), elaboration (data is elaborated and recon-
structed) and interpretation and checking (findings are described, analysed, 
interpreted). During the last process phase, findings are reconstructed (Yin 2009) 
into the form presented below. Ethical considerations for psychobiographical 
research were followed (Ponterotto 2014), and qualitative research criteria were 
used (see Northcote 2012).

23.5  The Trickster Archetype in Michael Jackson’s Life

Michael Jackson (1958–2009) is said to be the most iconic and influential contem-
porary artist of his time (Vogel 2011): an innovative singer, composer, dancer and 
choreographer but also a messenger of peace and a spiritual revolutionist (Risi and 
Pade 2017). Besides his musical talent, Michael Jackson also expressed himself in 
other creative ways, such as drawings (Artlima 2015).

The trickster archetype manifested in Michael Jackson’s life from an early age, 
not necessarily in a shadowy form, but rather in a positive way: he displayed flexi-
bility and fluidity in his performances as a child, with a certain wit, and was known 
for his ability to learn new dance steps faster than all of his brothers. However, the 
often negatively associated aspects of the archetype of the trickster, such as the 
embodiment of contradictions and dualities and the challenging of convention, 
started to play out during his adolescence.

The artist was born on 29 August 1958 in Gary, Indiana, in the USA, as the sev-
enth of nine siblings to his father Joseph (Joe) Jackson and his mother Katherine 
Scruse (Sullivan 2012). Both parents were very musical and exposed their children 
to music from an early age through singing, playing instruments and music lessons 
(Sullivan 2012). When his parents heard Michael sing at a kindergarten concert, 
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they became aware of his talent and brought him into the family-based music group 
which had consisted of his four brothers, until Michael joined as lead singer of the 
“Jackson 5”. His father coached the singing boy band to perform at local concerts 
and talent shows, where they won most of the competitions entered (Sullivan 2012). 
Michael’s early career as a child star was later, during and following adolescence, 
associated with stereotypes and clichéd images of black masculinity anchored in 
blackface minstrelsy2 (Warwick 2012), and constructions of blackness including the 
idea of black male hypersexuality which—according to Manning (2014) in an inter-
view—led to later accusations of his “strange sexual activities”.

It is clear that culturally and generationally transmitted collective images and 
symbols were personally inherited (Jung 1971) in Michael Jackson. As a child, he 
became the image of the “sweet, black young boy and child star”, carrying the 
images of the Hollywood child stars from the 1930s (Manning 2014). During ado-
lescence and in adulthood, however, he turned to subverting blackface minstrelsy 
stereotypes (Manning 2014). He then enacted the white stereotypes of “in your 
face” blackness, exposing gender and sexuality “under the mask” and defined in 
terms of “the norm”: white and straight (as the “norm”), with different, black and 
gay being the opposed “other”, or even oversexed, violent and sexually aggressive 
(Manning 2014). Michael used the blackface minstrelsy tradition in terms of dance 
steps (e.g. standing on his toes as opposing the image of black slaves’ flapping feet) 
but also in terms of clothing (white socks, white gloves) by parodying the images of 
black artists or servants in the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century USA. According 
to Manning (2014), the main black minstrelsy character is mad, bad and dangerous; 
Michael opposed this image of self-ridicule and disgust of re-enactment of black-
face minstrelsy stereotypes (Manning 2014), thereby playing out the trickster arche-
type. He constructed his own identity in a fluid, flexible way, undermining the 
traditional racist constructions, thereby taking in the dualistic, controversial mean-
ing of the trickster archetype. By parodying the blackface minstrelsy tradition, 
Michael tricked the often unconscious historical images and collectively suppressed 
and unconscious stereotypes of black slavery and black parody, enacting it in his 
personalised, parodied way, thereby combining black and white images of the per-
former and the audience at the same time.

Michael combined and broke the stereotypes of race (turning from a black boy 
who moves masses of white audiences to “being white”), gender (from a boy to an 
“androgyne adult”) and generation (developing from a boy into an adult and main-
taining a boyish approach to the world). He also constructed his own “vocal signa-
ture”: a personal creative use of different vocalisations and sounds, combining 
historical types, roles and styles of popular music with a contradictory generic cod-
ing, code-breaking new authenticity and a newly established artistic persona based 
on race, ethnicity, sex and gender (Johansson 2012).

2 Blackface minstrelsy is the white theatrical parody of black dance, music and gesture, a tradition 
which dominated pop culture throughout the 1800s in the UK and the USA and which parodied 
race, gender and sexuality (Manning 2014).
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In his autobiography, Michael describes his childhood as being full of work: 
school, church and rehearsals and as including the love of his mother and her 
Christian belief (Jackson 1988). In Dancing the Dream (Jackson 1992/2009), he 
publishes poems and reflections on soul issues such as the environment, nature and 
animals, personal development and feelings. He thereby contradicts the societal 
trend of environmental destruction and opposes the traditional images and stereo-
types of the blackface minstrelsy which are associated with violence, destruction 
and amoral behaviour. He plays the bipolar aspects of his publicly viewed and rec-
ognised bipolar character as a black-male, white-female artist with a revolutionary 
message criticising the white mainstream culture of environmental destruction, vio-
lence against animals and egoism, by screaming out for the “healing of the world” 
(1991). In this manner, Michael plays with powerful archetypal images and dualism 
of death and survival, construction and destruction, healing and sickness, reproduc-
ing humankind’s collective experiences on a meta-level consciousness and in paral-
lel at a subliminal, unconscious level.

Michael represents the trickster archetype, calling for healing and a spiritual 
revolution in the world of materialistic destruction, egoism and power (as, e.g. 
shown in the music video Earth Song), thereby “re-storying” his life, his power, 
creative ideas and enactment as a form of a modern trickster, integrating the soul 
and the intellect (see Reason and Marshall 2001). The archetypal images and their 
oppositions unify in Michael as a person. In his creative works (body, voice, per-
sonal presentation, dances) for the audience, he draws unconsciously on extremely 
powerful images, stereotypes and myths (Stein 2009) and provides structure for the 
future vision and future enactment of revolutionised ideas and their implementation. 
Michael’s images draw on conventional stereotypes of blackface minstrelsy through 
parodied artefacts, symbols and acts and thereby play the trickster archetype criti-
cising mainstream culture, materialism and conventions in a subliminal, uncon-
scious rather than conscious way. However, it is assumed that a majority of his 
audience is not aware of this subliminal, double bind connection of parodying the 
historical blackface minstrelsy.

According to the strict routines applied by his father, Michael was always under 
pressure to perform at his best (Anderson and Shaw 2002) and to assume the broth-
erly group and family values. When Michael was 12 years old, the Jackson 5 per-
formed on TV shows and released several singles which became chart-toppers. One 
year later, aged 13, Michael released his first singles and the family moved to 
California into an upgraded estate (Taraborelli 2009). During adolescence, Michael 
was teased by his father about the way he looked and he isolated himself, full of fear 
of failure (Sullivan 2012). Aged 18, Michael met Quincy Jones and pursued his solo 
career, moving away from his father’s influence but remaining a perfectionist 
(Jackson 1988). His concern about his external appearance increased (King 2009); 
however, the public loved him, and he won eight Grammys for his album Thriller 
(Sullivan 2012), after the release of his first album Off the Wall (1979) had generated 
four top ten hits in the USA. His brother Jermaine describes, in his autobiographical 
book, how the Jackson 5 learned from their mother to focus on positive thinking and 
positive affirmations to become the success they were (Jackson 2012). He explains 
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how Michael wrote an affirmation “Thriller – 100 million sold” in 1982 on his mir-
ror, which later turned “magically” into reality (Jackson 2012).

Michael continued with his success, won awards, produced two films (Thriller 
and Moonwalker) and bought a farm in California which he called “Neverland”, 
containing exotic animals and an entertainment park (Taraborelli 2009). He was 
ascribed a “Peter Pan complex” by the public (Sullivan 2012), which describes the 
idea of not wanting to grow up and the image of a lonely, lost, obsessed and anxious 
self (Brunner 2013). In an interview (Winfrey 1993), Michael stated “I am Peter 
Pan”, and he developed his Neverland Ranch with much fantasy and secret path-
ways. Nunn (2009) highlights the fact that Michael wanted to play Peter Pan on 
stage on Broadway and that he idealised the story, as if he never wanted his child-
hood dream to end. It is possible that he wished to protect his inner self through this 
idealised figure, aimed at escaping his sad and painful reality (Pinsky and Young 
2009). The Peter Pan complex suggests a type of dualistic nature which might be 
connected to a representation of the trickster archetype: the idea of not wanting to 
grow up, of living childhood dreams in adulthood. Building the Neverland Ranch 
represents the ambiguity of the trickster (Radin 1956) of wanting to stay a child 
while being an adult. The act of developing the childhood (dream) world during 
adulthood might have helped Michael to progress into adulthood, managing his 
personal transition, as described by Reason and Marshall (2001).

Michael’s success is strongly based on the creation of his individual style and 
change over the years of his career (Mercer 1993, 93). The change in his physical 
appearance, moving from an African American child towards a “paragon of racial 
and sexual ambiguity” and from a boy towards an image of androgyny (Mercer 
1993, 94), creates a huge mystification around him. Snider (2009) comments that 
the trickster archetype is known for changing forms and being flexible in changing 
its outward appearance, which can be seen in Michael turning from black to white, 
from male to androgyne, and playing on various generational lines. Michael uses 
the trickster archetype to cross boundaries, to shake up conventions and to bring 
change and transformation to the world.

He shows characteristics of the trickster as defined by Hynes and Doty (1993) in 
terms of ambiguity, anomaly and polyvalence, in the ability to change in terms of 
crossing music genres and artistic disciplines (musician, dancer, singer, composer), 
and as a motivator, revolutionary and changer of situations in that he aimed to 
change and heal the world. However, he also presented himself as a messenger and 
an imitator of gods (Hynes and Doty 1993) by reaching beyond the limits, by mak-
ing a career possible which was not possible for any African American singer before 
him and by moving huge audiences across cultural, racial and gender lines. He also 
carried the characteristic of a bricoleur (Hynes and Doty 1993), being a person who 
constructs bricolages and new things using whatever material is available. Michael 
used many characteristics of the trickster (Hynes and Doty 1993); he fascinated his 
audiences and the world by moving beyond the norm, calling out for positive 
change, displaying huge amounts of creativity, revolutionary thoughts and ideas, 
progressive ways of living, with transcultural and interpersonal ways of expressing 
himself. He showed many positive aspects of the trickster archetype as a 
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world- leading artist. At the same time, he carried negatively ascribed aspects of the 
archetype of the trickster, by displaying strong ambivalences in terms of race and 
gender, health and sickness and the psychic splits within himself. Further aspects 
which are often ascribed to the archetype of the trickster are those of destruction and 
violence (Azaria 2017). These are partly seen in terms of the artist’s self-destruction 
(changes in his body leading to pain, the need for constant reconstruction of his nose 
and the intake of pills and medication). His videos usually show violent acts towards 
him which he counteracts with softness (as expressed in dance or alternate methods 
of conflict resolution). However, he was repeatedly accused of violence, in repeated 
child molestation trials.

Michael’s parents, particularly his father, claimed Michael’s success for himself 
(King 2009), while the media described him as freaky, quirky and weird without 
recognising—according to Brunner (2013)—his serious mental health problems 
which seemed to be connected to his narcissism (Pinsky and Young 2009). Boteach 
(2009) describes Michael’s life as painful, unhappy and a tragedy. However Risi and 
Pade (2017) emphasise its dualistic nature: the accusations and denial of child 
molestation; his idea to heal the world and create a media imperium that is built of 
light rather than darkness; his confidence in aiming to create something healing and 
huge, while fighting his pain and sicknesses; the dark powers of the entertainment 
industry and media systems; and his riches and his losses.

Viewing these dualities, Taraborelli (2009) emphasises both sides of Michael’s 
life, “the magic, the madness”—describing the archetype of the trickster in its 
essence as a double bind, dubious and ambiguous (Lock 2002). Wiesner (2015) 
explains that at the time of his death, but also long before, Michael was driven by 
the surrounding media and music production industry systems which did not care 
for him as a person, but rather used him in one way or another. Risi and Pade (2017) 
observe that Michael’s spiritual message and his detailed plans to change the world 
into something better became a disturbing threat to the “dark systems”, their power, 
money and influence. If Michael is viewed as a spiritual messenger, challenging the 
status quo of the music industry, he displays part of the trickster archetype, as 
described by Lock (2002).

According to Garrison (2009), tricksters usually cross, break and redefine bor-
ders and often derive intelligence by acting on their desires and learning from the 
consequences of such actions. Michael’s skin colour change was much debated 
(Brunner 2013; Risi and Pade 2017; Wiesner 2015), and the question of why his 
skin colour changed remains open (Brunner 2013). Michael himself attributed it to 
a rare skin disease called vitiligo, explaining also that he had only two operations to 
his nose to advance his breathing to improve his singing (Anderson and Shaw 2002; 
Risi and Pade 2017).

According to Marx (in Mercer 1993, p. 94), Michael’s image became a “social 
hieroglyph”, a kind of social image that needs to be decoded by, for example, the 
audience. Others, such as Brunner (2013), claim that Michael suffered from a nar-
cissistic personality disorder. This is a serious mental health disorder which is 
accompanied by a body dysmorphic disorder—a co-morbid condition leading the 
afflicted person to alter their bodily features and to anorexia nervosa, a form of 
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self- starvation (Brunner 2013). The public debate on Michael’s operations and body 
changes is ongoing and unresolvable in terms of clarifying why these surgeries were 
conducted and to what extent. The entire situation remains unknown and incompre-
hensible, as is often the case in trickery.

Michael’s sexuality and sexual preferences became the focus of attention in the 
press, while he never made a public statement about it since he believed this to be 
his private issue (Mercer 1993). In 1993, Michael was accused of child molestation, 
and he settled the case out of court (Erni 1998). This incident was followed by the 
announcement of his marriage to Lisa Marie Presley in 1994. However this mar-
riage appears to have been a publicity stunt to restore his reputation; he seems to 
have chosen her because she was Elvis Presley’s daughter (Sullivan 2012). In an 
interview after his death, Presley described Michael as “the master of manipulation” 
to survive in the world as a superstar (Winfrey 2010). They divorced in 1996, and he 
married Debbie Rowe a few months later. They had two children, Prince Michael 
Joseph Jr. Jackson (1997) and Paris Jackson (1998). They divorced in 1999, and 
Michael gained full custody of their two children (Sullivan 2012). In 2002, Michael’s 
youngest child, Prince Michael Jackson II, called “Blanket” was born. It is assumed 
that this son was birthed by a surrogate mother, but the circumstances are not clear.

His career was overshadowed by his eccentric behaviour (Sullivan 2012). Over 
the years, Michael was accused of further child molestation. Although he was 
acquitted of these charges in 2005, his finances were depleted, and he turned to the 
Prince of Bahrain for financial help (Adams 2008). Jones (2005) describes the dif-
ficulties in establishing whether Michael was a child molester, owing to varying 
statements and entanglements of the individuals and families involved. Therefore, 
the discourse on what really happened stays unresolved. Others interpret the child 
molestation trials as stigmatising acts with queer configurations through which 
queer culture became pervasive in the media. Fast (2010) points out that Michael 
Jackson’s “difference” exceeded the understanding of the public in terms of racial, 
generational and gender discourses and made him unknowable and untouchable, 
thereby creating fear, anxiety and fascination. Brackett (2012) explains how Michael 
lived the idea of “crossover”, crossing boundaries of music genre divides, but also 
racial divides, holding a vision of crossed-over racial relations. Fast (2012) com-
ments on the way in which Michael, as an outsider to the genre of rock music, plays 
with rock conventions in an unusual way in the sound of his music, in selected video 
narratives, in live performances and in the choice of artists to perform with.

All of the information gathered here suggests confusion, great complexity and 
difficulty of interpreting and understanding Michael as a person, his actions and 
interactions around his personal changes, ideas, wishes, accusations, ascribed pref-
erences and visions, which is typical of the impact of the trickster archetype as 
emphasised by Lock (2002). As a result of experiences of a dubious nature sur-
rounding Michael’s actions in the topics mentioned above, he created an unsettling 
atmosphere (Beebe 1981) which is typical of the trickster archetype. By breaking 
taboos on topics and overcoming conventions and boundaries, Michael dove into 
the world of archetypal realities (as discussed by Jung and von Franz 1985), being 
seen as the rebel who changes the rules of the world (Lock 2002) and turning sex 
and gender (as a trickster) from male into female (Lock 2002).
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During the court case in 2005, Michael was mainly supported by his family; all of 
his business friends had left him (Jackson 2012). His brother Jermaine, with whom 
Michael had shared a room during childhood and adolescence, writes about his 
brother and the suffering he experienced regarding the accusations (Jackson 2012). 
However, other writers, such as Michael’s long-term public relations correspondent 
Bob Jones, claim that Michael hated his family and would do anything to keep them 
small and dependent on his wealth, not upstaging his success, while manipulating 
people and contracts in the music industry to keep success to himself without com-
petition from his family (Jones 2005). The siblings, says Jones (2005), were involved 
in strong rivalry, and Jermaine criticised him openly for turning white. Manning 
(2014) points out that often black male individuals who do not uphold the racial and 
gender-related stereotypes of the blackface minstrelsy—such as Barack Obama or 
Michael Jackson—are attacked for behaving “too white” and crossing racial bound-
aries, as does the trickster archetype. However, Manning (2016) also notes that 
Michael should not have been understood from a personalised racial perspective but 
should have rather been seen as a revolutionary who managed to free himself from 
the “black mask”, enhancing the perception of remixing and reimagining the self 
through “self/other sublimation” and the recreation of boundary. His arts are a social 
critique from the Black American working class, a parody of Black minstrelsy. He 
might be described as a “modern trickster”, being aware of his trickery with regard 
to the music industry, the manipulation of the media, his play with boundaries, ste-
reotypes and confusion regarding self-presentation (Azaria 2017; Lock 2002).

In 2008, Michael announced that he would be doing 50 last concerts in London, 
England. He died on 25 June 2009 while preparing for his final tour. Reports show 
that he died from acute propofol intoxication, an overdose of several prescribed 
drugs (Sullivan 2012); however other publications maintain that Michael died as the 
result of a conspiracy of manipulation and intrigues (Tyrasa 2015). Wiesner (2015) 
emphasises that Michael died at a time when he had lost control of his life and was 
tricked by his managers and the music industry to prepare for the “This is it” tour. 
Wiesner (2015) claims that if he had not died prematurely, Michael would have 
developed new business models and become a “new Michael”. Up to his death, 
Michael left the public with a kind of unpredictability, doubt, the breaking of cate-
gories, the confronting of risks, mixed feelings and experiences of the in-between 
which is, according to Azaria (2017), typical when the trickster archetype is at play.

Michael was described as “magic” by Beyoncé (Jackson, 2009, back cover) when 
putting himself into a scene, by appearing somewhere out of nowhere (Wiesner 
2015), by creating music and dance and by playing with the atmosphere of the unset-
tling (Beebe 1981). Michael (Jackson 1992/2009) describes himself and his dance as 
“magic” when he becomes the dance itself, changing his body into the music and 
dance movement and becoming “everything that exists” (Jackson 1992/2009).

In the social media, responses to Michael’s death expressed grief, empathy, 
God’s blessings and condemnation (Sanderson and Cheong 2010). After his death, 
however, he was mainly celebrated as a modern hero (Wiesner 2015) and compared 
to his idol, Nelson Mandela, for working for his charities and good causes 
(Coda 2012).
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23.6  Acknowledging the Trickster in Michael Jackson’s 
Artistic Leadership: Success and Failure

It is argued in this chapter that the active application of the trickster archetype 
played an outstanding role in the success and failure of Michael Jackson. On one 
hand, the positive aspects of the trickster archetype, which loosen tight conventions, 
display creativity, open new topics and new horizons and support the crossing of 
boundaries, helped Michael Jackson to portray himself in a specific and particular 
light which reached out to fans across various music genres and to people of differ-
ent sociocultural backgrounds and origins. It thereby contributed to his unlimited 
success. On the other hand, the trickster archetype showing itself in terms of a 
shadow, of a dubious, manipulating, incomprehensible and unbounded subject 
might have contributed to the failure of Michael Jackson. He can be described as a 
contemporary, modern trickster who played consciously with conventions, who 
broke the parodies of the blackface minstrelsy with a subliminal ironic and parodied 
break with convention in a conscious and well-arranged, rather than an unconscious 
way. Millions of fans around the world followed him and his ideas and visions to 
find new solutions for the world in a creative, intelligent and wise way (Sternberg 
2003, 2006). It is assumed—since leadership often requires leaders to find solutions 
for highly complex and ambiguous situations (Reiter-Palmon and Illies 2005)—that 
Michael probably learned from an early age to deal with ambiguity in a way that 
might even be ambiguous itself, as well as original and innovative (Sternberg and 
Lubart 1995).

Undoubtedly, Michael Jackson was a leader in his crossover genres, as an artist 
and musician. He had the ability to move masses of individuals and groups with his 
music and actions, with his art to spread his message of change and healing across 
the world (as described in Amos 2012; Rost 1994). Over many years, he managed 
to create leadership stories which appeared to be authentic in that they met the needs 
of the audience (Avolio et al. 2004) to see an African American child star displaying 
characteristics of child stars from the 1930s. His leadership in music appeared to be 
“continuous and stable” (Avolio et al. 2004) in terms of portraying the rise of an 
African American child and superstar and drawing on blackface minstrelsy con-
cepts and their parodies which are still part of the collective unconscious in the USA 
and the UK. It appears that the audiences could connect to what he presented, while 
he was able to connect to the emotions (Bennett 2016).

From his childhood onwards, Michael managed to successfully create an authen-
tic leadership story (see Sternberg 2005), by representing aspects of blackface min-
strelsy with the Jackson 5. Later on, he became an image of the American dream: a 
working-class African American individual who pursued his personal career. In 
both regards, Michael met the needs of the audience (Avolio et al. 2004), fulfilling 
African American stereotypes and the development of living the American dream of 
success through hard work, talent and original ideas as well as creativity and wit. 
Particularly during the first years of success, Michael managed to persuade his 
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 followers to believe that the story of leadership accomplished its aim, as he became 
one of the most famous and most sold artists in the global music industry.

The leadership story began to fail—as described in Sternberg (2008)—when 
Michael, in an attempt to build his own individualised, authentic identity, failed to 
address the need of the audiences. By changing his skin colour, becoming an 
androgynous person, and wanting to live his childhood dream in adulthood, 
Michael’s behaviour no longer suited the aim of the audience, which was to watch 
an ascending African American star who is viewed as socially and culturally well- 
adjusted. Perhaps even these factors would not necessarily have led to failure. What 
truly brought him down from the leadership pedestal was the fact that he failed to 
implement and communicate his leadership story, that he failed to explain himself 
in a stable, continuous and comprehensible, authentic way. The audience seemed to 
struggle to believe the varying stories of his changing identity, expressed in change 
of skin colour, his sexuality and gender and his living on a childhood dream. 
Although he sang, “It don’t matter if you’re black or white”, it obviously did matter, 
and his stories were not acknowledged as authentic, comprehensible, stable and fit-
ting for a leading artist in the music industry. These stories which showed his inner 
ambiguity and ambivalences, his insecurities, and which failed to be coherent finally 
led to the decrease in his success and the taking over of scandals about his sexual 
preferences, child molestation, change of racial features and move towards androg-
yny. He failed to make his story comprehensible.

The trickster archetype—which supported Michael in terms of being perceived 
as creative, talented, extraordinary, original, going against convention and breaking 
open music genres, black and white stereotypes, gender and sexuality—finally led 
to his failure. When the positive aspects of the archetype were outnumbered by the 
negative, shadowy images of violence, confusion, dubiousness and fluidity, his 
leadership failed. The archaic trickster archetype is reflected in the psychic split 
which could not finally be contained by the audience, either seeing him as the King 
of Pop or condemning him (Sanderson and Cheong 2010).

23.7  Conclusions and Recommendations

Analysing the life of extraordinary individuals, their leadership, success and failure 
by taking archetypical influences into account, can bring new aspects of understand-
ing to failure and success in leadership. Viewing the trickster archetype in action can 
broaden the understanding of ambiguous processes. This chapter aims to contribute 
to increasing awareness of these largely unconsciousness images, figures and sym-
bols. Doing so, by seeing them manifested in an individual, extraordinary person, 
might increase the comprehensibility of the ambiguous and ambivalent thoughts, 
emotions and behaviours which occur in contemporary societies.

For future research, it is recommended that studies in psychobiography should 
take Jung’s archetypal theory increasingly into consideration when analysing the 
life of extraordinary individuals. Archetypes active within the thoughts, emotions 
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and actions of an individual’s life should be analysed by taking the individual’s 
sociocultural background into account. This could lead to an increased understand-
ing of success and failure of extraordinary individuals in selected cultural or even 
global contexts.
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Chapter 24
The Cognitive Bias in Cross-Cultural 
Design

Pei-Luen Patrick Rau, Zhi Guo, Nan Qie, Xin Lei, and Andong Zhang

Abstract Cognitive biases are often treated as cognitive constraints or flaws in the 
design of the mind that were not overcome. But in an evolutionary perspective, they 
do make a lot of sense as they were evolved and not eliminated. This chapter pro-
vides an original and positive perspective to view cognitive bias. The outline 
includes the theoretical framework and empirical research on the cognitive bias in 
the cross-cultural design and the integrative framework of design processing with 
the consideration of the cognitive bias. The first section reviewed the foundations of 
cognitive bias in cross-cultural design and discussed the relationship between cog-
nitive bias and user-centered design. The second and third sections summarized the 
empirical researches on the cognitive bias in cross-cultural design. In the last sec-
tion, we addressed handling cognitive bias would link design processing with inno-
vation outcomes for the system design in cultural contexts and design team.

Keywords Mistakes · Errors · Failure · Cognitive bias · Cross-cultural design · 
Cultural difference · User-centered design

24.1  Introduction

In industry, cross-cultural cooperation is more prevalent with the globalization of 
information technology and economy. But practitioners did not take the interaction 
of human, machine, and environment into account and were not aware of the signifi-
cance of culture as a dimension during the localization process. System failures or 
mistakes caused some business failure, critical crashes, and disasters. For example, 
the radical reason for Korean Air Flight 801 crash in Guam International Airport is 
related to the obedience to the authority specific in Asian cultures such as Chinese, 
Japanese, and Korean cultures (Murata 2017). Badre (2002) introduces the term 
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culturability to stress the importance of the interrelatedness of culture and usability. 
The differences are embodied in attentional allocation, contextual sensitivity, spatial 
cognition, processing of persuasion messages and decision-making, and other cul-
tural factors, which must be taken into account during localizing the product or 
service besides language. These factors are often neglected during design localiza-
tion and result in poor user experience.

The cultural inconsistencies on human cognition or cultural biases in human 
cognition might be regarded as human errors by designers and practitioners. 
Actually in the evolutionary perspective, it is a kind of cognitive bias resulting from 
the trade-off between information processing time and accuracy in different envi-
ronments and is a kind of genuine bias and biased response pattern to adaptive 
problem due to various cultural norms. Therefore, the connection between cultural 
bias and human-machine interfaces is not negligible.

24.2  Cognitive Bias

Due to bounded rationality (Loewenstein et al. 2001; Miller 1956; Pfister and Böhm 
2008; Simon 1955; Wang et al. 2001), an individual systematically misperceives 
objective reality and predictably does not conform to standards, the laws of logic, 
and mathematical accuracy of probability theory when making a judgment (Hilbert 
2012; Johnson et al. 2013; Kahneman and Tversky 1973). The occurrence ranged 
from observation (objective information) to decision-making (subjective estimate) 
of human information processing (Haselton et al. 2015; Hilbert 2012). These phe-
nomena are called cognitive biases and are basic features of human cognition.

Generally, cognitive biases are often treated as cognitive constraints or flaws in 
the design of the mind that were not overcome. It would indeed cause some disas-
trous consequences for society. For example, investors overestimate or underesti-
mate risk, which is embodied in the worldwide economic crisis of 2008 (Ariely 
2008; Greenspan 2008). On the other hand, cognitive biases could help to predict 
individual behavior. Furthermore, the human mind does not develop and evolve for 
perfection or even theoretical optimization, but simply for fitness in a specific envi-
ronment (Haselton et al. 2015; Johnson et al. 2013) and a rational trade-off between 
time and accuracy (Lieder et al. 2018).

24.2.1  The Type and Mechanism

Cognitive biases comprise biases in attention, perception, memory, representation 
of mental model, and prediction or interpretation. In the process of attention, the 
biases contain those ones such as attentional biases toward threat, eating disorders, 
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smoking, alcohol use, etc. (Hakamata et  al. 2010; McNally 2019). For example, 
threat-related attentional biases refer to the tendency of humans to protect them 
from threats to safety and health (Haselton et al. 2015) and are almost associated 
with the anxiety emotion (Hakamata et al. 2010). As to perception (Hubbard 2018), 
listeners tend to consistently respond at an average of 500 ms before the arrival of 
the real approaching sound source, namely, auditory looming. Although the arrival 
time of visually approaching sound source would not be underestimated when the 
whole approaching process of the looming object was observed, it would be under-
estimated when the visual approaching object disappears before arriving the 
observer. In the memory process, the recall for the first and end items of the list is 
always easier than that for the middle items, namely, primacy and recency effects 
(Glanzer and Cunitz 1966; Kelly and Risko 2019; Murdock Jr 1962). In addition, 
for example, the recency effect is more obvious when the list is displayed via speech 
than writing (Degelder 1994), items displayed in pictures are more easily remem-
bered than those displayed in words (Curran and Doyle 2011; Shepard 1967), and 
in-context items are much easier to recall than the out-of-context items (Hupbach 
et al. 2011). As to representation, frequency is more understandable and easier to 
reduce the error rate than probability (Mellers et al. 2001). For example, research 
suggests medical doctors would likely misinterpret the meaning and application of 
survival rate (Gigerenzer and Wegwarth 2013). In motivated reasoning, human 
would seek or interpret the evidence in the ways related to existing beliefs, expecta-
tions, or a hypothesis, namely, confirmation bias (Oswald and Grosjean 2004).

The mechanism of cognitive bias generally includes two types of explanations. 
One explanation is that cognitive bias is the result of limited information processing 
capacity and time (Lieder et al. 2018; Miller 1956). It could explain the occurrence 
of all heuristic and shortcuts (i.e., adjustment and anchoring, primacy and recency 
effects, frequency bias). It relates to the priming stimuli (first stimuli that come to 
mind and the first thought) and the mental model in memory. If the design is not 
consistent with the mental model, it will cause new biases or errors. For example, 
confirmation bias is motivated by the dissonance with the mental model or previous 
cognition (Stone and Wood 2018). The other explanation is the results of emotional 
and social influence and motivational factors. It is also called the results of adaption 
(Haselton et al. 2015; Pfister and Böhm 2008; Wang et al. 2001). This kind of cogni-
tive bias is a genuine bias and biased response pattern to adaptive problems. It is 
related to threat, social exchange, interpersonal interaction, and self-evaluation 
(Haselton et al. 2015). It is useful to reduce error costs than unbiased response pat-
terns. As humans are not the truth seekers but adaptation executors, they would 
trade off the cost of taking unnecessary action and the cost of failing to take action. 
For example, group thinking is that a group of people is easier to lead to an irrational 
or dysfunctional decision-making outcome due to pursuing harmony or conformity 
(Janis 2008). If not, potential ostracism would happen. The cost is very high, espe-
cially in collectivism culture.
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24.2.2  The Connection with User-Centered Design

The user-centered design approach is proposed to make the design of everyday 
things and complex systems intuitive (Norman and Draper 1986). As mentioned 
above, if the design is not consistent with the human mind, it would make human 
error. Therefore, cognitive biases as design features need to take into account in 
user-centered design. For example, humans tend to avoid or reduce inconsistencies 
between what they hope to be true and what they observe. It is called cognitive dis-
sonance and would trigger motivated reasoning and then lead to confirmation bias 
and further cause future cognitive dissonance (Stone and Wood 2018). IKEA and 
Lego’s self-assembly service design is taking advantage of the process range from 
cognitive dissonance to confirmation bias (Stone and Wood 2018). As consumers 
participated in the production, they evaluated a higher value of the goods they 
assembled than that of fully assembled goods before purchase. Also, cognitive bias 
shows that human-centered decision-making approaches would take a risk, espe-
cially in the safety field (i.e., aviation). The introduction of information system pro-
motes data-driven decision-making to reduce the risk of disastrous consequence for 
a society (O’Driscoll et al. 2019).

No matter the cognitive bias  is the design feature or purpose, the information 
process is influenced by culture due to top-down information processing. For exam-
ple, the mental model is different as the concept formation is influenced by cultures 
(Kövecses 2010). Time orientation is also affected by cultures. People in polychro-
mic time culture (i.e., Chinese) are more likely to do many things at once and focus 
more on relationships, but people in monochromic time culture (i.e., German) do 
one thing at a time and focus more on tasks (Benabou 1999; Rau et al. 2011). It 
might be influence the choice of humans due to time management and bounded 
rationality. These characteristics would further influence the appearance and navi-
gation in design. Furthermore, culture is evolved by generations and is a kind of 
biased response patterns in the evolutionary perspective. For example, the self- 
concept and interpersonal relationship are different in cultures (Bochner 1994; 
Gudykunst et al. 1988). So the cognition about these dimensions affects the human- 
computer interaction.

24.3  Cross-Cultural Influence in Human Cognition

Generally, researchers grouped people from China and the countries influenced by 
Chinese culture, like Japan and South Korea together as “East Asians” and people 
from European culture as “Westerners.” According to Hofstede’s country theory, 
East Asians tend to be more collectivistic, whereas Westerners tend to be more indi-
vidualistic (Hofstede and Hofstede 2004). The thinking process has been proved to 
be closely linked to the individualism-collectivism cultural background (Ju 2015), 
namely, holistic thinking and analytic thinking. As an example of holistic thinking 
culture, East Asians consider themselves as a part of the whole society and place 
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Table 24.1 Cross-cultural cognitive process (Nisbett et al. 2001)

Dimension Descriptions

Attention and 
perception

East Asians tend to pay more attention to environmental factors and more 
likely to figure out relationships among events, whereas Westerners tend to 
focus more on a salient object.

Attribution East Asians tend to explain events more with respect to the field (contexts and 
situations), while Westerners tend to explain events more with respect to 
object’s inner properties.

Control East Asians believe less in controllability than Westerners.
Prediction East Asians tend to take into account more potential factors, and their 

predictions have vast candidates. They also tend not to be surprised by any 
particular outcome, as they are ready to find explanations in the complex 
circumstances of potentially relevant factors.

Habits of 
organizing the 
world

East Asians emphasize relationships, while Westerners prefer categories.

Logic thinking Westerners have a stronger tendency to logical reasoning, while East Asians 
tend to have more empirical inferences.

Dialectical 
approaches

East Asians tend to look for middle way when confronted with contradictions, 
while Westerners insist on the correctness of one belief vs. another.

more emphases on their relationships with other parts (i.e., other people, environ-
mental factors) than Westerners (Heine et al. 1999; Nisbett et al. 2001). On the con-
trary, Westerners are more likely to view themselves as self-contained and 
autonomous, thus leading them to be analytic thinkers (Heine et al. 1999; Nisbett 
et al. 2001).

Nisbett et al. (2001) summarized that culture affects cognitive processing in the 
following seven dimensions (shown in Table 24.1): (1) attention and perception, (2) 
attribution, (3) control, (4) prediction, (5) habits of organizing the world, (6) logic 
thinking, and (7) dialectical approaches.

In summary, we can categorize these cognitive biases into four steps of cognitive 
processes: attention, perception, interpretation, and action selection. In the follow-
ing parts, we will explain how culture affects these aspects of the cognitive process.

24.3.1  Attention

As to attention, Nisbett et al. (2001) claimed East Asians are inclined to pay more 
attention to environmental factors and more likely to detect relationships among 
different parts, whereas Westerners tend to focus more on a salient object. For 
instance, in a usability study of in-vehicle information systems (IVIS), Chinese 
drivers preferred extra information of environment to support their driving, while 
Swedish drivers regarded the same interface as a distraction in urgent situations 
(Wang et  al. 2016). Evidence from eye movement indicated Japanese paid more 
attention to surrounding people and environment when recognizing facial expres-
sions compared to Americans (Matsumoto 1992). The difference can be explained 
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by the holistic and analytic thinking as East Asians always consider target and envi-
ronment as a whole (Nisbett et al. 2001).

24.3.2  Perception

It has been shown that culture unconsciously affects one’s perception in verbal 
texts, images, music, etc. (Ju 2015; Nisbett et al. 2001). A cross-cultural study of 
American and Japanese showed that Japanese perceptions of emotion would be 
influenced surrounding people’s emotions, while Americans viewed people as 
autonomous (Matsumoto 1992). East Asians and Westerners also showed differ-
ences in music perceptions as well. Individuals from America (Western countries, 
the system of analytic thinking) tend to perceive music independent of context (i.e., 
music story), while individuals from Korea (East Asians, the system of holistic 
thinking systems) tend to rely on context when perceiving music (Ju 2015). Another 
study on spontaneous attention to word content and emotional tone across cultures 
suggested that Japanese (East Asians) showed greater difficulty in ignoring vocal 
tone than Americans in Stroop tasks (Ishii et al. 2010).

24.3.3  Interpretation

As to interpreting progress, the cross-cultural study shows that cultural-specific fac-
tors like language, history, and religion are supposed to affect people’s understand-
ing of colors, icons, symbol, and pictures (Bourges-Waldegg and Scrivener 1998). 
Boor and Russo (1993) also discussed the use and understanding of colors used in 
websites across countries. Their findings were summarized in Table 24.2 and sug-
gested the same color may have different meanings across culture and should be 
carefully used in website design.

Table 24.2 The color-culture chart (Russo and Boor 1993)

China Japan Egypt France USA

Red Happiness Anger
Danger

Death Aristocracy Danger
Stop

Blue Heavens
Clouds

Villainy Virtue
Faith
Truth

Freedom
Peace

Masculine

Green Ming
Dynasty
Heavens

Future
Youth
Energy

Fertility
Strength

Criminality Safety
Go

Yellow Birth
Wealth
Power

Grace
Nobility

Happiness
Prosperity

Temporary Cowardice
Temporary

White Death
Purity

Death Joy Neutrality Purity
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Also, Dasen (2018) suggested culture will influence people’s spatial interpreta-
tion. There are three frames of reference which can be used to describe the spatial 
location of objects, intrinsic (object-centered), egocentric (observer-centered), and 
geocentric (environment-centered) (Levinson 2003). In the intrinsic frame, objects 
are described in reference to each other (i.e., next to, near, inside, etc.). In the ego-
centric frame, objects are described from the view of the observer (i.e., right, left, 
etc.). The egocentric frame is preferred in many language systems, including Arabic, 
Bantu languages, Indo-European, and Japanese (Levinson 2003) (Dasen 2018). 
Geocentric frame describes objects with distant geographic features and coordi-
nates (i.e., to the mountain, toward the sea, north, east, etc.). Dasen (2018) stated 
that two cultures showed different preferences toward spatial frames even if they 
used the same language.

Another important aspect of the interpretation is attribution. Nisbett et al. (2001) 
believed that cultural differences between East Asians and Westerners in the sense 
of attribution could be tracked to Ancient China and Ancient Greek. For instance, 
Ancient Chinese people associated cosmic events (e.g., comets) with important 
occurrences in history, while Ancient Greeks believed that there was a fundamental 
nature of the world. For instance, they tried to find out regularities behind the world 
(i.e., the regularity of cosmic events). As a result, East Asians tend to explain events, 
with respect to the field (contexts and situations), while Westerners tend to explain 
events more with respect to the object’s inner properties (Nisbett et al. 2001). A 
study on self-serving attribution bias indicated Westerners presented a higher level 
of self-serving bias than East Asians. In other words, Westerners are more likely to 
attribute success to their own abilities and efforts but attribute failure to external 
factors (Mezulis et al. 2004).

24.3.4  Action Selection

As to a very simple action, saying yes or no, a younger person in high power- 
distance culture (i.e., Japan) will consider it’s improper to say “no” to a senior per-
son (Hofstede and Hofstede 2004). When it comes to user behaviors in 
human-computer interaction, people from high uncertainty avoidance and strong 
task orientation culture (i.e., German) preferred to use less mouse movement or 
mouse clicks than culture with lower uncertainty avoidance and task orientation 
(i.e., China). Web structure should be customized to fit the target culture according 
to the concept of structure congruity. For instance, users from China preferred web-
sites with a hierarchical structure, while a search-based structure may be preferred 
in Germany (Luna et al. 2002). High-context and low-context culture could affect 
people’s interaction style. Further studies on cross-cultural studies showed Chinese 
users preferred instant and affective communication than are German students when 
using social networks (Raue 2008). It is because instant and affective messaging can 
provide nonverbal information (i.e., typing speed) to help users in a high-context 
culture communicate with each other. As China is a polychronic time-oriented cul-
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ture, Chinese drivers can deal more tasks at the same time than English and German 
drivers when driving (Heimgärtner et al. 2007). It is because Westerners are mono-
chronic time-oriented, prefer to do things one at a time, and divide time into precise, 
small units (Heimgärtner et al. 2007).

24.4  Cross-Cultural Design

In human-computer interaction, “user” actually refers to a group of users with more 
or less homogeneous languages and mental models (Dix 1998). Therefore, interac-
tion design should put more emphasis on the cognitive aspects of user groups from 
different cultures. Culture is supposed to influence users’ cognitive process in atten-
tion, perception, interpretation and action selection, and affect users’ attitudes and 
behaviors through the following four manifestations: values, heroes, rituals, and 
symbols (Hofstede and Hofstede 2004; Luna and Gupta 2001).

This section pays attention to the cross-cultural design from the perspective of 
the website design because websites are an important vehicle for spreading opinions 
to people in global contexts. It has been proven that Internet behavior varies with 
both national culture and level of economic development (Barnett and Sung 
2005), but the impact of cultural differences on website design has been ignored 
(Kim et al. 2009).

Windl and Heimgärtner (2013) developed a cultural model to expand the concept 
of usage-centered design  (Table 24.3). It involves appearance, navigation, meta-
phors, mental models, and interaction. The goal of culture-centered design and 
cross-cultural study is to assure that users will not be offended or confused by the 
interface addressing him/her not only in his/her own language but in the language of 
his culture (Rimondi 2015).

24.4.1  Appearance

Nowadays, a website is a conglomerate of images, multimedia, interactive features, 
animated graphics, and sounds (Würtz 2005). Cross-cultural website design requires 
considering many factors, including culture-specific color connotations, animation, 
sounds, and other effects.

Table 24.3 Content of the 
cultural model about the 
usage-centered design (Windl 
and Heimgärtner 2013, pp. 5)

Dimensions Examples

Appearance Color, layout, font, density, etc.
Navigation Hierarchy, menu tree, structure, etc.
Metaphors Sound, icons, symbols, etc.
Mental models Context, cognitive style, 

metaphysics, etc.
Interaction Speed, frequency, etc.
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When it comes to graphic interface, the cross-cultural design should pay atten-
tion to the graphical elements such as icons, colors, and symbols because there may 
be some problems of understanding and interpretation due to cultures but not lim-
ited to language (Russo and Boor 1993). For instance, users may not be able to 
associate the image of icon to the intended concept correctly. The images of icons 
may not be acceptable to some users. Additionally, the use and understanding of 
colors also vary across countries (see Table 24.2). For example, red represents dan-
ger in the USA but happiness in China. Green means safety in the USA but crimi-
nality in France. Besides, as regards symbols, it is not effective to use a red “X” as 
a forbidden symbol in Egypt because red does not mean forbiddance, and “X” is not 
interpreted as prohibitive (Garland 1982; Russo and Boor 1993).

Würtz (2005) conducted a cross-cultural, qualitative analysis of websites from 
nine countries: the USA, Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Finland, Japan, 
China, and Korea. It is found that websites in Asian countries highly employ anima-
tion and images of moving people in particular. In the North American and European 
countries, however, websites use fewer animation and are mainly reserved for high-
lighting effects of the text. Another study also supports this finding. Kim et  al. 
(2009) found more animation, more splash pages, more clickable images, and more 
streaming videos of South Korean websites than those of American websites.

Also, websites in Asian countries employ images describing products used by 
individuals, while North American and European websites employ images portray-
ing lifestyles of individuals without a direct emphasis on the use of products (Würtz 
2005). Similar results are found in other studies. Information of products and pur-
chasing products is provided in American apparel websites, whereas information 
about consumers’ relationship to their community appeared on Korean apparel 
websites (Sook Lee et al. 2007). Such a difference is reflected not only in the web-
site design but also in the web advertisements. It’s noted that the USA and the UK 
emphasize consumer-message and consumer-marketer interactivity, while South 
Korea and Japan emphasize consumer-consumer interactivity (Cho and Cheon 2005).

24.4.2  Navigation

Würtz (2005) analyzed websites from nine countries including Asian, European, 
and North American countries. It is found that websites in Asian countries are more 
process-oriented, while those in Europe and America are more goal-oriented. The 
former promotes an exploratory way of website navigation, while the latter provides 
clear and redundant cues of navigation to ensure that users can find the target. More 
sidebars and menus are used in Asian websites. Besides, Asian websites open new 
browser windows for each new page, whereas Western websites constantly open the 
same browser window. Asian websites are more likely to use images to convey 
information regarding navigation elements. For example, hyperlinks on Japanese 
websites were represented by images, but they were displayed in the text on 
Scandinavian websites.
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Table 24.4 Ranking of preferred navigation tools in four countries (Seidenspinner and 
Theuner 2007)

Navigation tools Germany Egypt China USA

Navigation bars 1 5 3 1
Hyperlinks in text 2 4 4 3
Graphics/pictures 3 2 1 2
Search mask on website 4 6 2 4
Sitemaps 5 7 5 5
Mouse-over links 6 1 5 6
Pop-up windows 7 3 3 7

The perceived effectiveness of design features in website navigation varies a lot 
from culture to culture. Seidenspinner and Theuner (2007) summarized several 
common navigation tools: navigation bars, hyperlinks in text, graphics/pictures, 
search mask on the website, site maps, mouse-over links, and pop-up windows. 
They invited web users from Germany, the USA, China, and Egypt to rank these 
navigation tools according to their personal preference. Table  24.4 presents the 
ranking of preferred navigation tools by users. On the whole, navigation bars, 
graphics/pictures, and hyperlinks in the text were ranked high, whereas site maps 
were ranked low in all the four countries. Differences still existed. For example, 
pop-up windows were ranked high by Egyptian users and Chinese users but low by 
German and American users. Mouse-over links were ranked first by Egyptian users 
but low by users from other countries.

Although navigation bars were ranked high by users from different cultures as 
the most preferred navigation tools (Seidenspinner and Theuner 2007), cultural dif-
ferences were found by Kim et al. (2009). Two common kinds of navigation bars are 
pull-down and rollover. According to Badre (2002), the pull-down bars are arranged 
linearly and organized as plain textual information, whereas the rollover bars are 
more colorful and differently shaped. Among the Korean websites surveyed, 53% 
used rollovers and 43% used pull-downs. As for the American websites surveyed, 
20% used rollovers and 19% used pull-downs.

24.4.3  Metaphor

Metaphor is a way to directly refer to one thing by mentioning another. All inter-
faces are to some extent metaphoric (Preece et al. 1994). For example, the desktop 
of the Windows operating system is a metaphor of the desktop in the real world. A 
metaphor can help users quickly map the related concept onto the system. Once the 
user understands the concept of desktop, it becomes natural to use files and file fold-
ers in the system.
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Except for the worldwide accepted metaphor such as desktop and file folders, 
there are metaphors that are possibly understood differently among cultures. To 
learn about the cultural differences in understanding of specific vocabulary, sound, 
icon, or symbol is necessary for cross-cultural interface design.

The same label or symbol may be perceived differently across cultures. For 
example, people from different cultures perceive hazard at different levels regarding 
the same warning label. When the relative level of word strength was similar, the 
Chinese participants tended to perceive less hazard than the US participants. Evers 
et al. (1999) found perception difference in understanding of campus-related meta-
phor between Dutch and English participants. Designers should pay attention to 
these differences during icon and interface design.

24.4.4  Mental Model

In the HCI field, the designer’s or the user’s mental model can be described by a 
network structure that consists of the whole set of concept elements and the connec-
tions between them. The mental model cannot be observed directly by the designers 
and can only be inferred through the user’s behaviors. The wrong mental model may 
reduce the user’s performance (Allen 1997). The structure is highly related to a 
person’s cognitive style (Qian et al. 2011).

East Asian people are considered more field-dependent, thus tending to pay more 
attention to the context than Western people (Witkin et  al. 1974). Masuda et  al. 
(2008) found that when participants were asked to watch a cartoon depicting a per-
son with a certain kind of emotion surrounded by other people showing a different 
emotion from the central person, Japanese participants’ judgments of the central 
person’s emotion were more influenced by the surrounded people’s emotions, while 
Western participants’ judgments were not. During interface design, designers for 
Eastern users should consider more on the consistency of the main contents and the 
context, and designers for Western users should put all information in the main 
contents.

The thinking style of Eastern people is holistic, synthetic, concrete, and parallel, 
while the thinking style of Western people is analytic, abstract, imaginative, and 
linear (Rau et  al. 2004). Kim and Lee (2005) indicated that Korean participants 
performed significantly better in recognizing concrete icons, while American 
 participants performed abstract icons. The finding is in line with that Eastern people 
have a more concrete thinking style, while Western people have a more abstract 
thinking style. In another experimental study on cultural differences in computer 
performance, for Chinese people in both mainland China and Taiwan, computer 
performance error rate is lower when information is in thematic structure (Rau 
et al. 2004).
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24.4.5  Interaction

Interaction refers to the way people get, understand, and give feedback to the infor-
mation provided by the system. Interaction designers should consider how the sys-
tem should provide information.

The researchers found that people in high-context culture prefer to trust and fol-
low the information given implicitly, while people in low-context culture prefer the 
explicit way. In human-robot interaction, when robots suggested a different idea, 
Chinese people changed their decisions more when collaborating with robots that 
communicated implicitly, while American people do so when collaborating with 
robots that communicated explicitly (Wang et al. 2010). Chinese people, compared 
to German people, were more inclined to accept implicit recommendations (Rau 
et  al. 2009). In intercultural collaborating teams, Chinese participants showed 
higher level of trust satisfaction, and future collaboration intention on an implicit 
advisor, compared to American and German participants (Li et al. 2014).

People from a different cultural background not only prefer a different way of 
information presentation, but they also understand the same outcome in different 
ways. When a service failure happens, Americans (versus Chinese) are more disap-
pointed with an outcome failure but less dissatisfied with a process failure. When 
they express their dissatisfactions, Americans prefer voice response, but the Chinese 
prefer private response (Chan and Wan 2008).

24.5  Cross-Cultural Design Process Based on Cognitive Bias

In the cross-cultural design process, besides the cross-cultural design feature of the 
web mentioned above, the design team could also treat cognitive bias as a design 
purpose to help humans correct the bias by system design. It involves two aspects: 
debiasing design and reduction bias among the design team.

24.5.1  The Consideration of Users’ Cognitive Bias 
in Design Processing

Bias could cause disastrous consequences in safety management. Therefore, debias-
ing design in the cross-cultural design of safety management is indispensable. It 
includes the prevention of artifacts due to inappropriate design based on the cultural 
influence in human cognition. For example, individuals in Western countries think 
a knob on an electrical appliance increases the appliance’s output when turned 
clockwise, but the system design a water or gas tap or faucet (Murata 2017). The 
faucet operation is totally in contrast to that of a knob. It also should involve culture 
dimension in the development of safety management culture and human-machine 
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system (Murata 2017) as it is a biased response pattern. Taking Korean Air Flight 
801 crash as an example, the absolute obedience to authority in high power-distance 
culture leads to subordinate who did not correct the captain’s misunderstanding of 
VHF Omnidirectional Range (VOR). Therefore, Asian countries with power dis-
tance need to take an open culture without authority or the qualified responsibility 
of authority into account for the design of human-machine system.

24.5.2  The Reduction of Designers’ Cognitive Bias 
in Design Processing

Design processing involves not only the user’s cognition but also the designer’s 
cognition. Therefore, it is necessary to consider reducing the possible cognitive 
biases of the design team. Liedtka (2015) listed the following flaws in cognitive 
processing for the design team: the projection bias, the egocentric empathy gap, the 
hot/cold gap, the focusing illusion, the say/do gap, the planning fallacy, the hypoth-
esis confirmation bias, the endowment effect, and the availability bias. They could 
be divided into three types. The first type relates to decision-makers’ limitation of 
their experience (projection bias, hot/cold gap) and preference (egocentric empathy 
gap) and attention bias toward specific factors (focusing illusion). Its remedies 
could be like improved perspective-taking, metaphor, and storytelling skills of the 
designers and build a diverse multidisciplinary and cross-cultural team. The second 
type concerns to user’s limitation of accurate expression of future needs and feed-
back on new ideas (say/do gap). The remedies could be like tools like journey map-
ping and job-to-be-done analyses for users and field observation for designers. The 
third type relates to the designer’s tendency to confirm the hypotheses they pro-
posed. They are unimaginative (availability bias), overly optimistic (planning fal-
lacy), and wedded to initial (endowment effect) and preferred (hypothesis 
confirmation bias) solutions. The design’s hypothesis-driven approach like proto-
typing, the market feedback through field experiments to stimulate after-event 
review, and the conduction of reflections on the results of real experiments would 
improve the accuracy of testing.

24.6  Conclusion

The same stimulus is responded inconsistently by people from different cultural 
backgrounds. The cultural inconsistencies on human cognition or cultural biases in 
human cognition are often treated as cognitive constraints or flaws in the design of 
mind and sometimes cause human errors. Actually in the evolutionary perspective, 
it is believed that the bias results from the trade-off between information processing 
time and accuracy in different environments and is a kind of genuine bias and biased 
response pattern to adaptive problems due to various cultural norms. The cultural 
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influences on human cognition are embodied in the dimensions of attention, percep-
tion, interpretation, and action selection and indeed have an impact on the aspects 
of appearance, navigation, metaphors, mental models, and interaction in user- 
centered design. Therefore, it is necessary to consider the cultural bias in cognition 
as a design feature in cross-cultural design and to reduce the potential cognitive 
biases generated from design team in cross-cultural design process.

We summarized the findings of empirical researches in cross-cultural website 
design. It would provide the profounding insights in the cross-cultural interface 
design. Actually, the cross-cultural design is not limited to the website design or 
interface design; the service design should also be included and thoroughly reviewed 
in the future. In addition, the more specific cultural bias in cognition should be illus-
trated, demonstrated, and reviewed more specifically in the fields involving safety 
management, like aviation, automotive manufacturing, and other industrial manu-
facturing, because the decision bias would cause disastrous consequences.
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Chapter 25
Errors and Failures in Forensic Practice

Wayne Petherick

Abstract Failures and errors occur in a variety of settings and for a variety of reasons. 
In some practices, errors present a good learning opportunity with little (or minimal) 
impact to the lives of those concerned. However, in other areas, errors have disastrous 
or catastrophic consequences, such as the explosion at the Chernobyl nuclear reactor 
on April 26, 1986. In any given number of forensic disciplines (forensic science, 
forensic psychology/psychiatry, and forensic criminology among others), such fail-
ures can have a profound negative impact on the life or liberty of any or all parties 
involved. This can occur when experts do not avail themselves of all available evi-
dence, when they are oblivious or unaware of evidence that exists, when experts are 
not aware of their own shortcomings, or where bias or cognitive distortion taint the 
expert’s opinion, even in cases where the evidence may be pristine or voluminous.

This chapter examines error from the perspective of forensic practice, followed 
by a discussion of two forms of cognitive errors: metacognition and patternicity. 
Some examples will be used throughout to highlight areas of discussion. These will 
mostly be drawn from the area of forensic science as these are perhaps the most 
documented and accessible. Finally, some recommendations for reducing error and 
failure will be offered through the lens of culture.

Keywords Mistakes · Errors · Failure · Forensic · Metacognition · Patternicity · 
Confirmation bias

25.1  Introduction

Failures occur for a variety of reasons. Some of these occur “inside the room”, while 
some are the result of forces “outside the room”. These two broad distinctions are 
contextual identifiers the author has used in incident management theory and prac-
tice to describe the direction or flow of error either away from or towards the expert. 
Factors inside the room include pressure from management to make decisions 
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before they are appropriate, pressure from peers in group situations, the level of 
training or knowledge of the individual involved, cognitive distortions, and any 
other factors that impact decision-making. Factors outside the room include the 
quality and quantity of evidence provided to decision-makers, the quality of the 
investigation or the amount of evidence collected, when bias affects the quality or 
quantity of information provided to the analyst, and others.

Sometimes mistakes can be made and lessons learned providing a bedrock for 
future action. In low-stakes environments, such mistakes constitute little more than 
a minor inconvenience at worst or a training opportunity at best. In high-stakes 
environments, such as in the forensic disciplines, mistakes and failures can see an 
individual lose their life or liberty. This chapter examines forensic practice, specifi-
cally what feature makes something forensic. Metacognition is then discussed, 
which relates to knowing when one is in error and the subsequent ability to realise 
why (Kruger and Dunning 1999). Patternicity will then be discussed which refers 
to the finding of patterns in meaningless noise (Shermer 2008), which can lead to 
confirmation bias. Some recommendations for reducing error and failure in forensic 
practice are provided at the chapter’s close.

25.2  What Is “Forensic”?

Virtually any discipline can be a forensic discipline providing a certain condition is 
met, with some belonging to the so-called “hard” sciences while some are “soft” 
sciences. Hard sciences typically include the biological or elemental sciences such 
as geology, biology, and medicine, while the soft sciences typically include psy-
chology, criminology, and sociology. This distinction is somewhat arbitrary and 
may be interpreted as the hard sciences being more scientific in approach, while the 
social sciences adopt a “soft science” approach. Nothing could be further from the 
truth, however, with the main difference being how experiments or hypothesis test-
ing is carried out. In the hard sciences, variables under study usually belong to dis-
crete categories, and there may be devices used to aid in the analysis or interpretation 
(such as when running a DNA test). In the social sciences, however, variables are 
usually less discrete or concrete and may therefore be harder to measure or monitor 
(such as measuring thoughts and feelings). Because of this, it could be said that in 
the social sciences, the scientific method becomes more critical, though this is not 
to downplay the role of the scientific method in the natural or physical (i.e. hard) 
sciences.

The term forensic comes from the Latin forensus which means “of the forum” 
(Thornton 1983). Prior to modern criminal justice systems, trials in Roman times 
were a public affair where charges were presented to assembled masses who voted 
on the culpability of the accused. In modern times, forensic has replaced forensus 
and refers to “the study and practice of applying natural and physical sciences to the 
just resolution of social and legal issues” (Thornton 1983, p. 289). While Thornton 
refers specifically to forensic science, his definition applies equally to any branch of 
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the natural or social sciences, as would Blackburn’s (1996, p. 309) discussion on 
forensic psychology where it is noted that forensic practices are distinguished by 
their application, and not by theory or methodology.

Regardless of the specific application of the science, the defining criterion that 
makes something forensic is the expectation that the practitioner’s work will be 
used to educate investigators, attorneys, judges, and jurors (Petherick and Turvey 
2010). This is explained in more detail by Thornton and Petersen (2002, p. 148):

What of the forensic scientist? The single feature that distinguishes forensic scientists from 
any other scientist is the expectation that they will appear in court and testify to their find-
ings and offer an opinion as to the significance of those findings. The forensic scientist will, 
or should, testify not only to what things are, but to what things mean. Forensic science is 
science exercised on behalf of the law in the just resolution of conflict. It is therefore 
expected to be the handmaiden of the law, but at the same time this expectation may very 
well be the marina from which is launched the tension that exists between the two 
disciplines.

Practitioners in any discipline can be specialists or generalists. Because speciali-
sation usually requires a broad-based education and career track, this usually 
requires starting as a generalist. However, while this is a good general rule, as with 
anything, there will always be exceptions. This is discussed by Chisum and Turvey 
(2007, pp. ix–xx) in relation to forensic science:

A forensic generalist is a particular kind of forensic scientist who is broadly educated and 
trained in a variety of forensic specialties. They are “big picture” people who can help 
reconstruct a crime from work performed with the assistance of other forensic scientists and 
then direct investigators to forensic specialists as needed. They are experts not in all areas, 
but in the specific area of evidence interpretation.

…

Specialization occurs when a forensic scientist has been trained in a specific forensic sub-
specialty, such as an area of criminalistics, forensic toxicology, forensic pathology, or 
forensic anthropology. Specialists are an important part of forensic science casework, with 
an important role to fill. Traditionally, forensic specialists provide the bricks, and forensic 
generalists have traditionally provided the blueprints.

As noted, the above relates to forensic science, though the concept is universal. 
In criminology, for example, a generalist may know a little about crime prevention, 
the causes of crime, and victimology, though they may not be an expert in any one 
specific area. A criminological specialist may know a lot about all of the above 
areas, but specialise in carrying out forensic victimological assessments.

25.3  What Is Error?

Error is a relatively vaporous term. In common usage, error refers to being wrong in 
thought or conduct, though this chapter utilises the definition of error given by Du 
(2017, p. 140) who defines error as “the degree that measurement results deviate 
from the true value”. Being able to accurately identify error when it is encountered 
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is vital as it will not only inform us about the degree to which examinations can be 
trusted, but it will also enable us to know how often a particular practice or practi-
tioner “gets it wrong”. This is known as the error rate, which became particularly 
important in forensic examinations in the United States of America following 
Daubert vs Merrell Dow Pharmaceuticals where error rates are one criterion as to 
whether to allow certain types of expert evidence (Risinger et al. 2002).

Forensic practices of any flavour are complex endeavours and require not only a 
healthy grasp of the theoretical and practical limitations of the discipline but also 
how theory and practice intersect with the law. That is, forensic disciplines operate 
at the crossroads of science and the law. This complexity and the issues of error are 
explicated by Christensen et al. (2014, p. 123):

The concept of error has been problematic, and too often, the courts as well as forensic 
practitioners misunderstand the meaning of error as it relates to forensic science research, 
procedures, and techniques. Error can be defined in a number of ways including the follow-
ing: an act, assertion, or belief that unintentionally deviates from what is correct, right, or 
true; the condition of having incorrect or false knowledge; the act or an instance of deviat-
ing from an accepted code of behaviour; or a mistake. Mathematically and statistically, 
error may refer to the difference between a computed or measured value and a true or theo-
retically correct value.

Errors are inevitable in any system and can mostly be controlled for but never 
completely eliminated. The presence of fail-safe and redundancy mechanisms in 
critical systems are evidence that mistakes, errors, and failures can and do happen. 
This is summed up by Du (2017, p. 139) who states that:

systematic errors, such as invalid science, stemming from operating such a forensic analyti-
cal system are inevitable...Alternatively, from the perspective of the system, both system-
atic and random errors are inevitable. The problems of which types of errors should be 
recognised and how to control them arise.

According to Christensen et al. (2014), there are four potential sources of error 
including practitioner error, instrument error, statistical error, and method error. 
Obviously, these apply in a somewhat different fashion across disciplines as there is 
some degree of variability, say, in the instrumentation used. Within the forensic sci-
ences, instrumentation refers to any machine or automation process that performs 
an analysis in whole or in part. Examples include any number of machines for the 
analysis of DNA.  However, in the social sciences, machines are not typically 
employed in analysis or interpretation, and so instrumentation may refer to tests or 
questionnaires used by mental health professionals in order to gather data on psy-
chological functioning, as but one example.

Each type of error is discussed further below.
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25.3.1  Practitioner Error

Practitioner error refers to mistakes or human error, which may be related to negli-
gence or incompetence (Christensen et al. 2014). Practitioner error can be the result 
of a simple mistake such as an incorrect value entered into the data, though incom-
petence or negligence can occur when experts are unable to make judgements 
because they lack appropriate skill sets (Dror and Charlton 2006) and are therefore 
unable to know when they are in error and why (and thus, a metacognitive failure). 
While negligence certainly can be related to a lack of metacognitive ability, it is 
often the result of carelessness, which is a failure to apportion the appropriate atten-
tion to a task.

Practitioner errors are not limited to any one discipline as they are related to 
training – or perhaps a lack of it – and training should be relatively ubiquitous in 
most professional endeavours. This will be discussed more as a recommendation at 
the end of this chapter.

A good example of practitioner error is contamination of physical evidence. For 
example, during an interview, an expert lets slip a key piece of information to a wit-
ness that police were withholding, thereby contaminating the eyewitness’ recall. An 
example from the area of forensic DNA analysis is provided by Walter (2012):

A forensics error has led to an innocent man being held for five months on a charge of rape 
in the UK. The DNA sample from the rape victim was contaminated during a routine DNA 
extraction procedure, although this is thought to have been an isolated incident.

Adam Scott was wrongly accused of raping a woman in Manchester, solely on the basis of 
the faulty DNA evidence. However, phone records indicated that he was in Plymouth at the 
time the assault took place.

A report from the UK forensic science regulator, Andrew Rennison, said that the error was 
the result of ‘avoidable contamination’. Record keeping and procedures at the lab were 
singled out for criticism.

The cross-contamination event occurred at the privately run LGC Forensics lab in 
Teddington. In October 2011 a saliva sample sent in by the British Transport Police was 
being processed after an alleged ‘spitting incident’ in Exeter. At the same time, swabs from 
the woman who was attacked in Manchester were also sent to the lab.

It appears that the contamination occurred when DNA was extracted from the saliva sample 
for further analysis. The plastic tray that contained the saliva DNA samples was then reused 
when the samples from the rape victim were also run for DNA extraction.

Once Scott’s DNA was isolated from the contaminated sample tray it was run through the 
UK’s DNA database producing a partial match. As a result, LGC’s forensic report con-
cluded that the chance of the DNA being from someone unrelated to Scott was ‘approxi-
mately one in one billion’.

Of the three types of error, practitioner error is most related to metacognition and 
patternicity discussed in the coming sections.
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25.3.2  Instrument Error

Instrument errors occur when instruments or technologies fail. As machines cannot 
exercise judgement in analytical procedures, failures at this level are the province of 
the machine’s operator. These failures will be related to metacognition when there 
is error that results from the failure to properly care for, maintain, or calibrate the 
testing equipment because one simply does not know how to or understand why 
such actions are critical to proper functioning and measurement.

An example of instrument error is from the Houston Chronicle regarding the 
efficacy and accuracy of breathalysers used in drink-driving prosecutions 
(Mcvicker 2002):

One night last December, a Houston man drove away from a downtown bar and had an 
accident. After taking a breath test, he joined 98,000 other Texans charged that year with 
driving while intoxicated.

The case’s outcome was far from routine, however.

In September, a judge threw out the charge after a defense lawyer raised questions about not 
only the scientific integrity of the machine that gauges sobriety, but about the state's breath- 
alcohol testing program, too.

Those questions – sparked by the discovery that Texas disregards the manufacturer's guide-
lines for operating the machine – potentially could affect thousands of cases throughout the 
state as authorities and defense lawyers debate the credibility of breath tests.

Attorney Troy McKinney argued in a Harris County court last month that the program lacks 
adequate quality controls for calibrating breath-test devices, which compute a DWI sus-
pect’s breath-alcohol level.

Results are critical in determining whether a driver is legally drunk.

…

McKinney became suspicious after looking at the Intoxilyzer 5000, the machine used 
throughout Texas in a DWI program overseen by the state Department of Public Safety. He 
said records indicated the machine in his client’s case was operated with its voltage meter 
registering a current outside that recommended by the manufacturer, CMI Inc. of 
Owensboro, Ky.

Questioned about the discrepancy in a hearing without the jury present, HPD breath test 
training chief Rick Viser, who also performs maintenance on the machines, testified that 
DPS guidelines on an acceptable voltage range for the Intoxilyzer differ from the manufac-
turer's – although he could not say exactly how.

Viser, who has a Bachelor of Science degree in biology from Prairie View A&M University, 
declined to speak with the Chronicle for this story. He took on more responsibilities in the 
HPD breath test program after the October 2003 ouster of Pauline Louie, who retired after 
being suspended as head of the crime lab’s toxicology division, which tests blood and urine 
for alcohol and drugs.

The Police Department also briefly closed that division and announced a review of 1300 
cases, including evidence retests in nearly 400.
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25.3.3  Statistical Error

The third type of error relates to more fundamental methodological factors such as 
an error in the algorithms used by the apparatus providing the measurement (Dror 
and Charlton 2006). This may be the result of the programmer’s lack of skills in the 
related domain, an error in the algorithm, or an error in the analyst’s interpretation. 
Statistical errors can also occur where the analyst fails to recognise erroneous out-
put because they lack the proper skills to do so or simply because they do not care. 
In some cases, statistics may be overstated because the analyst is convinced of the 
suspect’s guilt despite the results of tests. In these instances, the result may be 
“noble cause corruption”, also known as a noble cause miscarriage of justice, where 
it is believed that the end justifies the means (Sorochan 2008).

While a vast amount of error was identified, there was widespread evidence of 
statistical error on the part of Fred Zain, a serologist with the West Virginia State 
Police Crime Laboratory. Numerous exonerations resulted from inquiries into 
Zain’s conduct, and it is widely recognised that his errors resulted from fraud includ-
ing falsifying or exaggerating his credentials. A summary of many problems is cited 
by Ross and Castelle (1993, p. 1):

The acts of misconduct on the part of Zain included: (1) overstating the strength of results; 
(2) overstating the frequency of genetic matches on individual pieces of evidence; (3) mis-
reporting the frequency of genetic matches on multiple pieces of evidence; (4) reporting 
that multiple items had been tested when only a single item had been tested; (5) reporting 
inconclusive results as conclusive; (6) repeatedly altering laboratory records; (7) grouping 
results to create the erroneous impression that genetic markers had been obtained from all 
samples tested; (8) failing to report conflicting results; (9) failing to conduct or to report 
conducting additional testing to resolve conflicting results; (10) implying a match with a 
suspect when testing supported only a match with the victim; and (11) reporting scientifi-
cally impossible or improbable results.

While an initial investigation exonerated Zain, subsequent findings would see a 
more in depth probe in which numerous catastrophic errors were found, with Zain 
performing poorly in training activities, as discussed by Giannelli (2010, 
pp. 1317–1318):

A 1985 investigation of the serology department raised further questions of Zain’s compe-
tence. The investigating officer contacted the FBI about Zain’s performance in FBI serology 
courses. The FBI responded by noting that Zain“ ‘apparently doesn’t like to do things by 
the book.’ ” A crime lab director “recalled being told by [an] FBI instructor that Zain ' ‘did 
well below the class average.’ ”

25.3.4  Method Error

An example of method error is the difference between nuclear DNA and mtDNA 
(mitochondrial DNA) (Christensen et  al. 2014), with the former offering much 
greater levels of sensitivity of detection than the latter. According to Giannelli 
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(2010) method errors relate to limitations that have nothing to do with practitioner 
error and thus would seem unrelated to cognitive errors such as metacognition. It is 
the view of this author that method error incorporates or is related to practitioner 
error, where the analyst is robbed of the ability to understand the flaws in the meth-
ods they are using. One such example is CBLA or comparative bullet-lead analysis. 
At a fundamental level, CBLA involves the comparison of the composition of bul-
lets found at a crime scene to those found in the possession of a suspect. If there is 
a metallurgical match between these two projectiles, it follows that the bullet found 
at the crime scene (the forensic sample) must have therefore been fired by the indi-
vidual in whose possession the other bullets were found (the reference sample).

While such a comparative analysis may sound good in theory, it is based on sig-
nificantly flawed assumptions and unsupported subjective belief (Tobin 2004) about 
the degree to which bullets were “analytically indistinguishable” (Giannelli 2011, 
p. 1). Not only is this term problematic, the science on which CBLA is based is 
significantly flawed and relies on determinations of the degree to which something 
is individuating (can identify an item from every other item of its type in the known 
universe). As far as CBLA is concerned, individuation is problematic because pro-
jectiles found at a crime scene may also be a metallurgical match to reference sam-
ples in completely different parts of the country (for an excellent analysis on CBLA, 
the interested reader should consult 60 min, 2008). This is because different manu-
facturers source raw components for their bullets from the same suppliers, and a 
given batch of potentially millions of bullets will all have the same metal composi-
tion based on the presence and balance of seven elements – arsenic, antimony, tin, 
copper, bismuth, silver, and cadmium (Giannelli 2011).

It is impossible to completely eliminate error of any type, though understanding 
how errors happen can help establish good quality assurance practices (Budowle 
et  al. 2009) and thus minimise the number of errors and the impact they have. 
Regular proficiency testing, which measures how accurate and competent someone 
is at their job, is also vital as are reviews of failures so that the contributions, causes, 
and impacts can be understood and rectified where necessary.

25.4  Metacognition

In a seminal paper on metacognition, Kruger and Dunning (1999, p. 1121) open 
with an amusing and equally chilling story involving a bank robber too bereft of wit 
to understand that lemon juice was not an effective guard against CCTV:

In 1995, McArthur Wheeler walked into two Pittsburgh banks and robbed them in broad 
daylight, with no visible attempt at disguise. He was arrested later that night, less than an 
hour after videotapes of him taken from surveillance cameras were broadcast on the 11 
o’clock news. When police later showed him the surveillance tapes, Mr. Wheeler stared in 
incredulity. “But I wore the juice”, he mumbled. Apparently, Mr. Wheeler was under the 
impression that rubbing one’s face with lemon juice rendered it invisible to videotape 
cameras.

W. Petherick



483

Kruger and Dunning use this robber’s folly as an example of metacognition, which 
broadly speaking refers to the ability to identify when one is in error and why 
(Kruger and Dunning 1999). More specifically, metacognition refers to “the kinds 
of processes involved, and the self-knowledge gained, in thinking about, and in 
controlling, one’s own thinking” (Proust 2010, p. 989) or “the ability to know how 
well one is performing, and when one is likely to be accurate in judgement, and 
when one is likely to be in error” (Kruger and Dunning 1999, p. 1121). The study of 
metacognition is traced to the work of developmental psychologist John Flavell 
who noted its importance in oral and reading comprehension, attention, memory, 
problem-solving, and self-control among numerous other areas (Flavell 1979).

While early investigations into metacognition revolved around children and their 
ability at cognition about cognitive processes (Flavell 1979; Livingston 2003), more 
recent work has focused on the role of metacognition in a vast number of contexts 
such as sports ability, comedic talent, chess ability, and the role of metacognition in 
criminal profiling (Woodhouse and Petherick 2014). In a study testing the original 
hypothesis of Kruger and Mueller (2002) found that those who performed poorly 
vastly overestimate their own performance and are deficient in metacognitive skill, 
while top performers have a tendency to underestimate their ranking comparative 
to others.

Metacognition is related to the “better than average” (BTA) effect which is the 
tendency to view yourself as exceptional and unique rather than as average and 
common (Brown 2012). BTA is in turn related to confidence, more specifically, 
overconfidence, where one believes themselves to be more adept than they actually 
are. The relationship between confidence and competence can best be understood as 
a plot with knowledge on the X (horizontal) axis and confidence on the Y (vertical) 
axis. When knowledge is low, confidence tends to be high as the individual lacks an 
understanding of exactly how much they do not know. As knowledge increases, 
confidence tends to decrease as one begins to comprehend the scope of the problem 
and to develop an appreciation of how little they know about the domain of inquiry. 
As knowledge increases yet again, confidence increases slightly as one begins to 
develop a sense of mastery. Ideally, confidence should not never exceed knowledge 
though this can and does happen, and this will be discussed in the recommendation 
section.

Ignorance tends to increase a person’s confidence (Staub and Kaynak 2014), 
rather than decreasing it, likely a result of a failure to understand complexity. That 
is, the less one knows about an area, the simpler that area seems to them. This has 
been stated elsewhere in another, more simple form, as “to the ignorant the world 
looks simple” (Dörner 1997). Of the four types of error discussed above, 
 metacognitive failures relate mostly to practitioner error as they reside within the 
individual, that is, their cognitive and critical thinking facilities though metacogni-
tion can play a role in all of the types of error discussed.
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25.5  Patternicity

As discussed, errors in forensic practice are related to many different factors. One 
major error in thinking that leads to errors and failures is metacognition: not know-
ing when we are wrong and why. This relates to a lack of domain-specific skills 
and may therefore be prone to repetition because lessons are not learned from 
mistakes that are made. These differ from honest mistakes wherein the practitioner 
understands the error and appropriately corrects for course in future endeavours to 
reduce the likelihood of repetition. That does not mean that the same or different 
mistakes will not occur again, only that their likelihood is reduced. However, other 
errors are equally likely to afflict the competent as well as the incompetent, for dif-
ferent reasons, though the outcome will be the same. It may be that higher perform-
ers who should be more competent are more conscientious (Liao and Chuang 
2004) and therefore more prone to patternicity errors because they have a greater 
investment in the work product or the outcome. That is, they are not lazy or apa-
thetic in the process.

Because of this, a thinking error that can lead to mistakes is the tendency to find 
patterns in data where no patterns exist. This may or may not be related to a lack of 
knowledge or competence and is referred to as patternicity (where apophenia is the 
technical term for this tendency). This is introduced by Shermer (2008, p. 1) with 
examples of common identified patterns given:

Why do people see face in nature, interpret window stains as human figures, hear voices in 
random sounds generated by electronic devices or find conspiracies in the daily news? A 
proximate cause is the priming effect, in which our brain and senses are prepared to inter-
pret stimuli according to an expected model. UFOlogists see a face on Mars. Religonists see 
the Virgin Mary on the side of a building. Paranormalists hear dead people speaking to them 
through a radio receiver. Conspiracy theorists think 9/11 was an inside job by the Bush 
administration. Is there deeper ultimate cause for why people believe such weird things? 
There is. I call it “patternicity”, or the tendency to find meaningful patterns in meaningless 
noise.

Patternicity is not necessarily a cognitive deficit, though it may result from the 
reduction of complex pattern information into simple forms or explanations. This 
tendency is an adaptive mechanism assisting with survival where, from an evolu-
tionary perspective, our chances of escaping harm or death reduce if we over inter-
pret patterns that do not exist rather than under interpret ones that do. In short, for 
survival, it is better to be safe than sorry. Shermer (2008, p. 1) in fact goes on to 
explain patternicity not as a fault in cognition but as a computer primed to find 
meaning:

Traditionally, scientists have treated patternicity as an error in cognition. A type I error, or 
a false positive, is believing something is real when it is not (finding a non-existent pattern). 
A type II error, or a false negative, is not believing something is real when it is (not recog-
nising a real pattern  – call is “appaternicity”)…our brains are belief engines: evolved 
pattern- recognition machines that connect dots and create meaning out of the patterns we 
see in nature.
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Regardless of the fact that patternicity is adaptive, errors will still be the occa-
sional outcome. A worse situation and potential outcome though is when patternic-
ity occurs in conjunction with other cognitive distortions. Perhaps one of the most 
problematic pairings is where the discovery of non-existent patterns leads to a bias 
wherein evidence supporting a hypothesis is chosen over that which refutes the 
hypothesis. This is called confirmation bias, also referred to as “cherry picking” in 
the language of logical fallacies.

25.5.1  Confirmation Bias

Simply put, confirmation bias is a cognitive shortcut where we tend to overempha-
sise evidence that supports our view while ignoring evidence that does not. Put 
another way, people tend to “seek and interpret in ways that are partial toward exist-
ing beliefs”, and this is a well-documented phenomenon playing a role in every 
aspect of human cognition (Ask and Granhag 2005, p. 45). As falsification is the 
cornerstone of science, any work product that fails to falsify and seeks only to con-
firm would therefore be less than scientific. This may especially plague forensic 
work where the result of confirmation bias can be life or liberty. Perhaps most insid-
ious is that even when there is no personal reason to confirm a hypothesis, people 
seem to favour confirmation as the default reasoning strategy (Rassin et al. 2010).

Of all the flaws in critical thinking and reasoning, confirmation bias is perhaps 
among the most important for consideration (Nickerson 1998). This is perhaps 
because humans tend to be “satisficers”, coming to conclusions once a minimally 
satisfactory evidentiary threshold is reached (Heuer 1999), which becomes more 
likely when we have an idea in mind while we are still working through the evi-
dence trying to understand its meaning. This is what Hans Gross referred to as a 
preconceived theory (Gross 1924). The observer sees what they want or expect 
rather than what is actually there (Langenburg et al. 2009). This may be particularly 
problematic when the confirmation aspect is actually a stage of the analytic method, 
as evidenced in the use of ACE-V fingerprint methodology in the case of Brandon 
Mayfield (Kassin et al. 2013, p. 42):

On March 11, 2004, a coordinated series of bombs exploded in four commuter trains in 
Madrid. The explosions killed 191 people, wounded 1800 others, and set into motion a full- 
scale international investigation. On the basis of a latent fingerprint lifted from a bag con-
taining detonating devices, the U.S.  Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) positively 
identified Brandon Mayfield, an American Muslim from the state of Oregon. Subsequent to 
9–11, Mayfield had been on an FBI watch list. Following standard protocol, a number of 
FBI fingerprint examiners independently concluded that the fingerprint was definitely that 
of Mayfield. After being arrested and appearing in court, Mayfield requested to have a fin-
gerprint examiner on the defense team examine the prints. That fingerprint examiner con-
curred with the judgment that the print was Mayfield’s. Soon thereafter, however, the 
Spanish authorities matched the prints to the real Madrid bomber, an Algerian national by 
the name of Ouhnane Daoud.
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A later review of the case found that the problem with the fingerprint identification 
was that it resulted from confirmation bias (Kassin et al. 2013) or context and con-
firmation bias (Langenburg et al. 2009), and the result was a $2m USD payout for 
Brandon Mayfield.

Both of these problems can be found in forensic practice but are far more com-
mon in every day [il]logical thinking such as that seen in 9/11 conspiracy theories, 
the anti-vaxxing movement, and global warming denial. The tendency for conspir-
acy theorists to vigorously acquire supporting evidence is noted by Clarke (2002, 
p. 135):

Because conspiracy theorists almost always wish to see conspiracies exposed, they are typi-
cally quite dedicated in their search for evidence relevant to their favourite conspiracy the-
ory and are usually able to overwhelm you with a deluge of evidence in favour of that 
theory.

25.6  Improving Practice and Reducing Error

There are many ways to improve practice and reduce error. This would be another 
work in itself, and there is simply no room in this chapter to do the area full justice. 
Instead, a few select ways forward have been chosen because they are fundamental 
and/or relatively easy to implement and enforce, as well as targeting some core and 
largely preventable causes of failure. These factors have been identified as cultural 
solutions, though it is admitted that culture is used in a slightly different form than 
its traditional usage. According to Eagleton (2016, p. 1), culture “can mean

 (1) a body of artistic and intellectual work;
 (2) a process of spiritual and intellectual development;
 (3) the values, beliefs and symbolic practices by which men and women live; or
 (4) the whole way of life”.

For this chapter, the meaning of culture is most aligned to (3) above regarding 
values, beliefs, and symbolic practices.

25.6.1  A Culture of Scientific Thinking

A vital part of science is the scientific method, which is in itself designed to protect 
against error. The scientific method is a systematic process for obtaining knowledge 
through hypothesis generation and falsification (Petherick and Rowan 2015). While 
the number of steps or stages in the scientific method differs between authors, the 
goal of the process is the same. To identify a logical understanding of how some-
thing operates and then trying to show how, with the available evidence, it may be 
wrong (referred to as falsification). The process usually follows as such:
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• Observations are made about a phenomenon or event.
• We collect evidence or information about that even. This can be virtually any-

thing including all types of physical and testimonial evidence.
• The evidence must be examined for themes, patterns, and associations.
• From this examination, we develop a range of hypotheses that account for every 

possibility or probability.
• Attempts are then made to test each hypothesis against the available facts with a 

view to disproving rather than proving each one.
• Once we have eliminated all but one (the best-case scenario but not always real-

istic), this remaining hypothesis become the working hypothesis about what 
occurred.

Having only one hypothesis remain is not always possible and may happen for a 
variety of reasons. One is a lack of education and training, and another is when 
evidence used to inform the hypothesis generation stage is lacking. In such instances, 
every attempt must be made to secure further information and, if available, return to 
the themes, patterns, and association stage to develop further hypotheses for 
falsification.

If the analyst finds themselves in a position where they have a number of hypoth-
eses, many of which cannot be definitely ruled out, a useful tool is the analysis of 
competing hypothesis (ACH). ACH is a powerful tool that “requires an analyst to 
explicitly identify all the reasonable alternatives and have them compete against 
each other for the analyst’s favour, rather than evaluating their plausibility one at a 
time” (Heuer 1999, p. 95). While an eight-step process in practice, the ACH matrix 
is relatively easy to prepare. First, the analyst identifies each of the hypotheses gen-
erated during the appropriate stage of the scientific method. These are then allocated 
to columns in a spreadsheet. On the left-hand side, each row is given to a piece of 
information or evidence available in the case. The analyst then works through each 
hypothesis giving consideration to whether the hypothesis is supported by that evi-
dence or not. Those that are supported are marked with a plus (+) and those that are 
not supported with a minus (−). Once the matrix is complete, a tally of evidence that 
supports or refutes each hypothesis is performed, where the hypothesis with the 
most support (as indicated by the most (+)) is adopted as the working hypothesis in 
the case.

25.6.2  A Culture of Education and Training

Education and training can take a variety of forms, though all have one relatively 
common goal: to further society through knowledge. Education and training pro-
vide the requisite skills and information one needs to do their job properly and in the 
most efficient and effective manner possible. Having a well-developed and reason-
able understanding of the world around us allows us to better understand what is 
happening and why and provides us with an understanding of cause-and-effect rela-
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tionships. Critically, having more information and knowledge at hand will be a 
guard against metacognitive failures, patternicity, and confirmation bias. Ideally, 
this education should start before individuals begin their respective career path-
ways, beginning in the primary and secondary schooling years, as promoted by 
Paris and Winograd (2013, p. 15):

The central message is that students can enhance their learning by becoming aware of their 
own thinking as they read, write, and solve problems in school. Teachers can promote this 
awareness directly by informing students about effective problem-solving strategies and 
discussing cognitive and motivational characteristics of thinking. The twin benefits of this 
“consciousness-raising” are: (a) it transfers responsibility for monitoring learning from 
teachers to students themselves, and (b) it promotes positive self-perceptions, affects, and 
motivation among the students. In this manner, metacognition provides personal insights 
into one’s own thinking and fosters independent learning.

Tertiary and continuing education must be well rounded and ideally involves not 
only material relevant to the subject matter but also a more liberally based platform 
with a focus on epistemology. This would ideally include subjects or courses on 
logic, reasoning, and critical thinking, and equally important, on report writing and 
communication. This is vital because understanding the basic principles and pre-
cepts of one’s discipline will only get the practitioner so far if the results of analysis 
cannot be accurately and clearly communicated. A valid method for teaching good 
critical thinking skills through assessment items analogous to job tasks is known as 
case-based reasoning. Not only does this provide domain relevant skills, it is also 
engaging for students and has been getting significant traction in education sectors 
for many years. As discussed by Aamodt and Plaza (1994, p. 1):

Case-based reasoning is a problem solving paradigm that in many respects is fundamentally 
different from other major AI approaches. Instead of relying solely on general knowledge 
of a problem domain, or making associations along generalized relationships between prob-
lem descriptors and conclusions, CBR is able to utilize the specific knowledge of previously 
experienced, concrete problem situations (cases). A new problem is solved by finding a 
similar past case, and reusing it in the new problem situation. A second important difference 
is that CBR also is an approach to incremental, sustained learning, since a new experience 
is retained each time a problem has been solved, making it immediately available for future 
problems.

As noted above and elsewhere (Kolodner 1992), past situations similar to the 
current one are used to help reasoners solve a new problem. In the forensic domain, 
this can be accomplished by giving students case material to evaluate (past situa-
tions) in a similar fashion to that they will undertake in their future careers (a new 
problem). Not only can the case be assessed on whether they have performed well 
in the analysis (as measured through the accuracy of their assessment), they can also 
be monitored and given feedback on their process (logic, reasoning, and critical 
thinking), as well as their ability to master the technical aspects of report writing 
(conveying their opinion/s in the clearest and most economical way possible). 
Providing students with feedback will be a critical part of this process, and research 
has tended to show that something as simple as providing feedback can help miti-
gate some metacognitive failures (Ryvkin et al. 2012).
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25.6.3  A Culture of Evidence Not Belief

Evidence and not belief should be the cornerstone of forensic inquiries. An effective 
way to guard against error and failure is to be guided by the evidence – what you 
have and do not have – and what that means for the case and any subsequent conclu-
sions, specifically, what this means about how this will limit the analysis. It would 
seem contradictory to identify the source of some forensic errors as metacognitive 
deficiencies while simultaneously arguing that an important role of the practitioner 
is to explain the nature and limitations of the information on which the analysis is 
based. Surely if an analyst is incompetent, they will be unable to identify the mean-
ing and importance of the evidence? The remedy to this problem is based on two 
related propositions that stem from the notion that all forensic work be accompa-
nied by a written report detailing the analyst’s findings.

The first is that writing down our conclusions helps us identify flaws in thinking 
and reasoning. If errors still plague the practitioner’s work, then these will likely be 
found in the peer review stage of report writing (it is the author’s advice that unless 
strictly prohibited by issues of confidentiality that all reports be peer-reviewed). If 
nothing else, this provides an additional line of defence, and this could succinctly be 
summed up as explaining our thought processes to ourselves.

The second is based on the idea that writing opinions down for the purpose of 
educating others may similarly help identify flaws in thinking and reasoning. This 
could succinctly be summed up as explaining our thought processes to others. A 
good litmus test for whether we have not only performed a competent and thorough 
analysis and communicated this through a written report is if another can under-
stand what we have done, why we have done it, and the results of our analysis.

To sum up, if we can understand our own processes and others can understand 
them also, this is can be a guard against error or failure.

In order to assist this process, the author and a colleague developed a set of guid-
ing principles for applied crime analysis (ACA) which aims to provide a holistic 
understanding of a crime or crime series (Petherick 2015). ACA is a social science 
approach to understanding crime, criminals, and victims, and while related to other 
types of crime analysis, it is more investigative in focus. These three principles are 
known as validity, reliability, and sufficiency (Petherick and Rowan 2015) and relate 
to any and all kinds of evidence or information that is to be used for analytic 
purposes.

Validity refers to whether the evidence represents a reality (Petherick and Rowan 
2015). That is, whether the evidence paints an accurate picture of the facts. In a case 
involving bloodstains, it needs to be determined whether the deposit is human 
blood, whether it belongs to the victim, and whether it is the result of some criminal 
action or simply the product of accident of environmental interaction. It should be 
obvious that we do not want to introduce superfluous information of any kind into 
analysis and anything that does not accurately represent a reality needs to be 
excluded, or at least identified as potentially extraneous, and given the appropriate 
weighting.
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Reliability equates to trust, that is, whether we can trust the evidence or informa-
tion (Petherick and Rowan 2015). Any given statement is only useful insofar as it is 
an accurate account of what happened, and then whether we can accept information 
from that source. A statement given by a neutral third party is likely more trustwor-
thy than that given by a suspect in a crime.

Information can be both a valid representation of reality and come from a reliable 
source. However, if there is not a lot of information, then this may still have a nega-
tive impact on how far we can take our opinion or conclusion, as there may not be 
sufficient information to act upon (Petherick and Rowan 2015). The impact of this 
may be mitigated if the validity and reliability of the evidence are high, though suf-
ficiency will also be a problem if there is not much information where it has low 
validity and low reliability.

Each of these three elements is judged according to [an admittedly arbitrary] 
standard of low, medium, and high. The best situation for the analyst to find them-
selves in is to be dealing with information that is highly valid, highly reliable, and 
sufficient. On the other end of the spectrum, opinions and conclusions may be ren-
dered more speculative should all three be judged as low. Whatever the combination 
is deemed to be for any evidentiary item, the weight of this must be clearly com-
municated in the final report so that the client is fully aware of the strengths and 
limitations of the report, which translates equally to the probative (i.e. forensic) 
value of the report.

The benefit of accounting for the evidentiary weight in terms of validity, reliabil-
ity, and sufficiency is that it makes the analyst stop and account for their opinion 
rather than providing it without qualification. If they cannot adequately do so, this 
can signal a skills deficit that can be corrected with education, training, and guid-
ance. Of course, this does beg the question of what they are doing writing reports in 
the first place, but that reality is beyond the purview of this chapter.

25.7  Error as a Resource

Despite the range of issues in error and failure, including various influences on 
human error, the situation may not be as dire as it would appear. There are many 
ways to harness errors as a resource, which include but are not limited to an oppor-
tunity for personal growth, changes in institutional and organisational policy and 
procedure, and discipline-wide reforms promoted and implemented through various 
professional organisations’ codes of conduct and practice standards. These provide 
a valuable learning tool for students, academics, practitioners, managers, and others.

Piggybacking on the above discussion of case-based reasoning (CBR), I suggest 
that the best way to utilise error and failure as a resource for personal, organisa-
tional, and discipline growth is to utilise examples in instruction at various levels of 
education for students and for professionals through continuing professional devel-
opment. There are two styles of case-based reasoning which serve as a platform for 
growth and a reduction in factors that lead to error and failure and thus potentially 

W. Petherick



491

contribute to a lower number of overall events. The first style is problem-solving 
and the second is instructive. In the first “solutions to new problems are derived 
using old solutions as a guide. Old solutions can provide almost-right solutions to 
new problems and they can provide warnings or potential mistakes or failures” 
(Kolodner 1992, p. 6). The second style of CBR is interpretive where “new situa-
tions are evaluated in the context of old situations. A lawyer for example, uses inter-
pretive case-based reasoning when he uses a series of old cases to justify an argument 
in a new case” (Kolodner 1992, p. 6).

Both styles are useful in instructional environments, where the case provides the 
learning resource and the structure of the discussion provides the learning opportu-
nity. Educators can modify the case as required to meet different goals, and they can 
provide different questions or problems to different student groups. In this way, 
learners identify the salient features of the case, identify the problematic aspects 
that lead to the error, apply the appropriate theoretical frameworks, and then apply 
the problem-solution-relevance framework (What is the problem? What is the solu-
tion? What is the relevance of this problem and of the solution to the situation as a 
whole?). At an individual level, there are a variety of ways in which these examples 
can be harnessed including at least the following:

• Learners can be tasked with finding the relevant theories that explain the error or 
failure, for example, metacognition, patternicity, confirmation bias, groupthink, 
etc.

• Learners can be tasked with finding the relevant theories that provide a solution 
to the problem.

• Where the example involves a violation of an ethical code of conduct, learners 
can identify the relevant aspects of the case and match it to a specific code of 
ethics to identify specific ethical violations.

• Learners can be asked to find vulnerabilities in systems which can lead to error 
or failure in the future.

• Learners can be asked to identify ways in which the errors or failure can be used 
to motivate change in individual practice, organisational culture, or society at 
large.

• Learners can be tasked with identifying the appropriate mechanisms or fail-safes 
that could have prevented the error or failure in the first instance.

• Where a catastrophic event was avoided by the action of an individual or group, 
learners can identify those things that were done which prevented an escalation 
of the failure or error.

Error and failure at all levels are part of the human condition. In complex sys-
tems, those comprised of many moving, interconnected, and interdependent parts, 
such outcomes are not necessarily inevitable or predictable, but they are certainly a 
possibility and even a probability. Their occurrence can certainly be mitigated by 
the implementation of certain measures, including education and training, and 
Christensen et  al. (2014) suggest that educational programmes for practitioners 
address error and error analysis. I suggest that this be broadened out to include indi-
viduals at all levels of organisation and practice which is one of the best hopes we 
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have of avoiding errors and failures. As a concluding comment for this chapter, I 
will leave the reader with a comment spoken at the end of every subject every 
semester: strive diligently to be the best you can be so you do not end up as a 
case study.

25.8  Conclusions

Forensic disciplines are those that address investigative or legal questions in order 
to educate investigators, attorneys, judges, jurors, and others. According to John 
Thornton, a forensic practitioner is identified by the expectation that they may tes-
tify in court. Like virtually all other professionals, forensic professionals are prone 
to error and failure though they operate in a high-stakes environment where these 
errors and failures can result in the loss of life or liberty for those accused of crimes. 
This chapter has discussed metacognition which results in error because practitio-
ners do not have the skills to know they are wrong and why. Patternicity or apophe-
nia, where individuals find meaning in meaningless data, was also discussed along 
with the related issue of confirmation bias. Ways to address error were provided at 
the chapter’s conclusion, including the use of the scientific method, education and 
training, and validity, reliability, and sufficiency.
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Chapter 26
Failures in Wildlife Crime Eradication 
and Strategies Forward

Claude-Hélène Mayer

Abstract The chapter describes the common attempts to combat and eradicate 
wildlife crime. It provides examples of wildlife crime in different national contexts 
and explores the sociocultural circumstances which need to be considered when 
fighting international, regional, national and local wildlife crime. Strategies to com-
bat wildlife crime successfully are described. The aim is to present failures to com-
bat wildlife crime in general and in different societies, to reflect on errors and 
mistakes conducted at different levels and to discuss successful strategies to trans-
form wildlife crime into wildlife protection on international, regional, national and 
local levels.

Keywords Mistakes · Errors · Failure in wildlife crime combat · Wildlife crime 
eradication · Sociocultural context · Global and local crime investigations and 
combat · Asia · Africa · Australia · Russia · China

26.1  Introduction

Wildlife crime has become a serious criminal offence at international, national, 
regional and local levels of societies. Several authors have pointed out that the situ-
ation with regard to wildlife crime has moved beyond a global environmental crisis 
which causes huge environmental, financial, social and cultural damage on an 
international level (see Nellemann et al. 2014; World Wildlife Fund [WWF] 2012). 
It has further been stressed that wildlife crime and crimes against nature have 
advanced to become the most threatening crimes in present and future years (White 
and Heckenberg 2014).
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Not only has the international community started to fight wildlife crime, but also 
regional, national and local communities and associations have begun to combat 
wildlife crime through legal frameworks and organised crime combat structures and 
networks in different parts of the world (Wilson-Wilde 2010). However, wildlife 
crime still increases across the world and appears to be strongly resistant to crime 
combat strategies (Ayling 2013).

Wildlife crime has been defined by the WWF (2012) as an “environmental 
related crime that involves the illegal trade, smuggling, poaching, capture or collec-
tion of endangered species, protected wildlife (including animal and plants that are 
subject to harvest quotas and regulated permits) derivatives or products thereof”. It 
threatens the integrity and sustainability of ecosystems and their services and usu-
ally impacts negatively on the economy with loss of income, as well as government 
revenue (Salum et al. 2018).

According to various authors, wildlife crime might occur in various forms, such 
as wildlife trafficking, poaching or consuming of wildlife (Moreto 2016), but also 
trading of illegal animal skins, leather goods, souvenirs or live pets (Sonia 2013). It 
usually affects the environment and causes loss of biodiversity, environmental 
destruction, loss of habitat and problems with the protection of endangered species 
(Ayling 2013). Gede (2014) emphasises that illegal wildlife trade is a multibillion- 
dollar business on one hand, but brings huge losses for governments on the other 
hand. Therefore, many stakeholders, government representatives and NGOs have 
increased their efforts to combat wildlife crime.

Previous literature has pointed out that failures in combatting wildlife crime are 
manifold (Kumarathunga et al. 2016). Failures are understood as a particular com-
municative and relationship-building activity (modelled after Lingard et al. 2004) 
which lacks success in communicating and/or building relationships with regard to 
a specific topic or content. In this chapter, failure is defined as lacking success in the 
combatting of wildlife crime owing to complex situations and circumstances.

This chapter analyses the failures of wildlife crime combat on global, regional, 
national and local levels. Based on this analysis, the author explores sociocultural cir-
cumstances which need to be considered when fighting wildlife crime at all levels. The 
question which arises is: why do international wildlife crime combat efforts fail to fight 
wildlife crime successfully and effectively? The aim here is to present common failures 
in combatting wildlife crime in selected sociocultural and national settings and to 
discuss successful strategies to transform wildlife crime into wildlife protection.

26.2  Failures in Wildlife Crime Combat in Different 
National and Cultural Contexts

Various failures in wildlife crime combat have been highlighted for different socio-
cultural areas and can be explored within the literature on wildlife crime eradication 
(Bräutigam and Knack 2004; Kisingo 2013; Kumarathunga et al. 2016; Salum et al. 
2018; WWF 2015).
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In her article on the failure of law enforcement systems to save endangered species, 
Bennett (2011) comments that humankind in general is failing to save these species 
from illegal hunting. The illegal business is controlled by well-organised interna-
tional criminal syndicates which operate through countries with high levels of cor-
ruption (Bennet 2009). The WWF (2015) emphasises that different forms of 
corruption can lead to failures of prosecution of wildlife crime, such as in deliber-
ately losing records; delaying cases; losing, contaminating or failing to gather evi-
dence; failing to investigate suspected instances of wildlife crime; providing 
tip-offs about investigations to suspects of wildlife crimes; coercing witnesses, 
investigators, prosecutors or judges; bribing prosecutors, investigators or judges; 
or improper influence of senior officials or politicians over investigators, prosecu-
tors and the judiciary.

According to Bennett (2011), success necessitates a complete change of how 
governments and wider societies deal with wildlife crime. Often, it seems to be the 
idea that wildlife crime is not a serious offence, which leads law enforcement agen-
cies, such as customs and police, to being negligent with following up on wildlife 
crime. Not only are institutions often negligent with follow ups, but specific inves-
tigative techniques and other investigative tools such as anti-money laundering leg-
islation are frequently not mobilised in connection with wildlife crime (CITES 
Secretariat 2013). Additionally, techniques such as intelligence-driven operations, 
risk-profiling, controlled deliveries, overt operations, forensics and the sharing of 
forensic evidence are not taking place, and financial flows are not monitored (Shaw 
and Reitano 2013).

Kurland and Pires (2016) stress that in the US context, specifically regarding the 
US Fish and Wildlife Services, analytical techniques and risk assessment strategies 
from criminology need to be utilised, and resources should be allocated and priori-
tised accordingly. Akella and Allan (2012) recommend that influential nation states 
such as the USA – which are one of the biggest consumers of legal and illegal wild-
life products – should recognise their potential influence in the world in combatting 
wildlife crime; transform the demand for wildlife products; enhance intelligence 
and information-sharing; strengthen interdiction, investigations and prosecution; 
and build international capacity, cooperation and partnerships.

Illegal wildlife crime is often linked to African countries, because many of the 
wildlife products which are in demand in other parts of the world are exported from 
African countries. In South Africa, wildlife parks are often surrounded by local 
communities and previously disadvantaged groups whose socio-economic needs 
are not taken into account by governmental institutions. As long as these  communities 
are not supported in securing a sustainable and stable future, poaching by commu-
nity members will scarcely be prevented, and the protection of wildlife in the parks 
will not happen (The National Agricultural Marketing Council [NAMC] 2006). In 
the South African context, the country’s history of apartheid is highly relevant in 
terms of wildlife crime and its prevention. Most of the wildlife laws and environ-
mental legislation have not been adjusted since the end of apartheid (Snijders 2015). 
Mainly white European immigrants ran wildlife parks and game farming parks, and 
the ownership of wildlife has become a strongly debated political issue since owner-
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ship is still racially untransformed and often claims to land by, for example, tradi-
tional owners, clash with conservation areas (Mayer 2019).

Wildlife products for the Asian markets are usually shipped from East African 
countries, mainly Tanzania or Kenya, to Asia. Wildlife crime combat in Tanzania, 
according to Salum et al. (2018), fails due to weak governance. In Tanzania, this 
failure in governance often leads to unlawful possession of government trophies, 
failure to report these possessions, unlawful hunting of wildlife and specified ani-
mals, unlawful possession of weapons and unlawful capture of wildlife animals. 
Failure to successfully combat wildlife crime relates to a weak rule of law, bureau-
cracy, absence of accountability and high levels of corruption which are closely 
linked to weak governance (Bräutigam and Knack 2004). The failure in wildlife 
crime fighting is also related to weak conservation agency structures, corruption, 
lack of accountability and transparency in policy-making and administrative incom-
petency (Kisingo 2013). Corruption, as the abuse of entrusted power for private gain 
in the context of wildlife crime, is rife, when there is a lack of transparency and 
accountability mechanisms (such as measures for tracking, reporting performance 
and conduct), lack of effective deterrents, social stigma and low irregular pay (WWF 
2015). Mabele (2017) stresses that Tanzania needs diversified strategies to combat 
wildlife crime and poaching rather than militarised tactics. This is particularly 
important, since the Tanzanian president announced his intention in 2015 to fight 
poaching with special paramilitary “anti-poaching” units. However, military war – 
“green militarisation” (Lunstrum 2014) – cannot be the final solution for conserving 
wildlife (Bluwstein 2018), particularly since wildlife areas have become “spaces of 
exception” (Mabele 2017, 488) in which violence is widespread and human rights 
abuses and killings are common.

Van Uhm and Moreto (2017) describe the failures in defining and living moral 
and ethical enterprises and relationships in the social world of wildlife contexts and 
emphasise that unscrupulous behaviour is fundamental to wildlife crime. Therefore, 
legal and illegal actors usually engage in antithetical relationships (van Uhm and 
Moreto 2017). It has further been argued that governments, but also other stakehold-
ers, have greatly underestimated the social actors active in the relationships between 
legal and illegal wildlife trade (Raxter 2015) which has probably contributed to the 
failure of combatting wildlife crime and challenged the resource system’s resilience.

In the context of Uganda, Picho et al. (2018) explain that efforts to combat wild-
life crime often fail because of the failure to have mechanisms in place to detect 
wildlife products at ports of entry and exit and at borders. However, Mabele (2017) 
also notes that the dialogues among policy-makers, conservationists, academics and 
citizens are not sufficiently effective to improve strategies to combat wildlife crime 
and still fail to a large extent in terms of implementation. Failures to understand the 
competitive nature of illegal trade, the consumer preferences of wildlife crime prod-
ucts and the biological feasibilities need to be eradicated, or at least minimised 
(Mabele 2017).

Other authors, focusing on other countries on the African continent such as 
Ethiopia, highlight that prosecution rates for illegal ivory trade and trafficking need 
to increase to reduce wildlife crime (Ethiopian Wildlife Conservation Authority 
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[EWCA] 2014). Success and failure of court cases related to wildlife crime need to 
be communicated transparently (EWCA 2014).

Particularly in Southeast Asia, illegal wildlife trade is growing, since it is a hub 
for the consumption of wildlife and a key supplier of wildlife products. However, 
data is insufficient and unavailable (van Asch 2017), and law enforcement fails to 
decrease smuggling and trafficking (Wyatt 2016) since the ways and ideas of how 
to smuggle and traffic wildlife are becoming more sophisticated. In Vietnam, for 
example, bear parts have been smuggled in fake ambulances and military vehicles 
(World Bank 2005). Duffy et al. (2015, 2016) ascribe the failing of African wildlife 
protection to the rapidly rising wealthy population in Southeast Asia, particularly 
China, Vietnam and Taiwan, while Schroeder (2008) attributes the failure of wild-
life crime combatting to failed promises of prioritising wildlife protection. This is 
also true for Russia and the Far East where wildlife crime mainly refers to fur trad-
ing of endangered animals and the illegal falcon trade (Wyatt 2009). Wyatt (2009) 
observes that here, the illegal wildlife markets need to be understood in depth, to 
fight wildlife crime in the region by establishing structural frameworks of under-
standing of these illegal markets so as to eventually destroy them. Wyatt (2011) 
points out that wildlife crime combat has failed to minimise wildlife trafficking, 
illegal raptor trade in Russia, the cruelty to animals and the threat to national and 
human security in connection to dangerous illicit activities.

Kumarathunga et al. (2016) find in their research study that wildlife crime is a 
serious offence in Sri Lanka. Approximately 43% of the cases of wildlife crime 
refer to entering and being in wildlife-protected areas without prior permission. 
Failure to combat wildlife crime is connected to the absence of a separate officer 
responsible for raids at field offices; weaknesses of initial investigations; not keep-
ing accurate and complete records of crime incidences; errors in bail bonds, reports 
and charge sheets; absence of relevant officials before the courts; evidence-handling 
errors; and conflicting evidence as the major reasons for failures in wildlife crime 
investigations and bringing offenders before the courts.

Stimulation of the demand for ivory products in China greatly contributes to the 
failure of minimising wildlife crime globally (Cao 2016), although the Chinese gov-
ernment is reported to have raised the enforcement to combat wildlife crime to top 
political levels (Nowell 2012). Rhino horn trading has a long tradition in China dat-
ing back to 2600 BC (Ayling 2013). The trading of tiger parts shares this long tradi-
tion, with strong cultural and medical influences in China which maintain the 
demand for tiger parts (Moyle 2009). Within China, smuggling of tiger parts along 
Chinese and across international borders has led to small operating, highly effective 
criminal groups (Moyle 2009). Very little data and information exists about these 
groups, which makes it difficult to eradicate the crime (Moyle 2009). In 2018, how-
ever, it was reported that China has shut down the illegal ivory trade which, in recent 
years, contributed to the killing of thousands of African elephants (Southerland 
2018). The demand for wildlife products, however, grows in China.

Vietnam and Thailand used to be only transit routes for wildlife products but 
have now developed a huge demand for these products (Felbab-Brown 2011). 
China, as well as Vietnam, has failed to reduce crime related to illegal rhino horn 
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trade, and Southerland (2018) reports that, particularly in Myanmar, the mistreat-
ment and killing of elephants continues since several body parts of elephants are 
reported to have medicinal effects. Although the government of Myanmar has 
reacted to the high number of elephant killings, their released trafficking ban is 
widely ignored, and the trafficking across the Myanmar–Chinese border continues. 
A relatively new phenomenon is “elephant skinning” which is spreading in China, 
Thailand, India, Laos, Cambodia and Malaysia. Elephant skin is used in pharma-
ceutical products to reduce illnesses and diseases, and elephant-skin tracking is in 
high demand. Nowell (2012) argues that particularly China and Vietnam should 
prioritise the development and implementation of well-researched and culture- 
specific demand reduction campaigns. In this context, methods to effectively moni-
tor compliance and enforcement should be introduced to reduce the failing of 
wildlife crime combat. This has hardly happened (Nowell 2012).

The authorities in Australia report that wildlife crime in that country occurs 
mainly with reptiles, birds and native plants and that the fines given in the years 
1998–2007 were usually below the black market value of the seizure itself (to a 
maximum of 30,000 Australian dollars) (Alacs and Georges 2008). The trend in 
globalisation of commerce continues and the restrictions on trade relax, which 
increases wildlife crime on the Australian continent (Alacs and Georges 2008).

Often wildlife crime is described as a problem of developing countries and of 
failures in governance. However, it has been pointed out that the European Union is 
strongly involved in the problems and failures to contain wildlife crime (Ruiz 2017). 
Within the European Union, the position of Spain as a gateway to and from the 
African continent makes it a relevant entry point to Europe for wildlife crime 
(Directorate General for Internal Policies 2016). In recent years, many operations 
have started to tackle a wide spectrum of wildlife-related crimes in Spain, focusing 
on stopping the illegal trade of birds of prey, snakes and lions, but also fish and 
specific plants and wood, such as illegally logged timber. Spanish failures to combat 
wildlife crime relate to the way that Spanish criminal law depends on administrative 
law, and often judges do not take both laws into account. Further, it has been criti-
cised that judges have adopted questionable decisions in the past, in the way that 
they have not taken all facts into account or in the way that they have been lenient 
with penalties for wildlife crime offences (Directorate General for Internal Policies 
2016). Generally, the most problematic situation is that there is a high rate of dis-
missal and acquittals because of insufficient evidence. The main failure therefore 
often occurs with regard to providing sustainable evidence for the case (Directorate 
General for Internal Policies 2016).

Several authors such as van Asch (2017) and Ford (2017) point out that in remote 
areas in which wildlife crime occurs, the crime often stays undetected, and these 
authors recommend that strategies, models and computer-based programmes should 
be developed to detect crime more frequently. These models could also help to 
define the failures and successes of wildlife crime combat more realistically since 
usually these statistics are estimated rather than defined in numbers. Often, organ-
isations and models to combat wildlife crime act on statistics, the origin of which is 
uncertain or unclear (van Asch 2017). Knowledge of organised crime syndicates 
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Macro level
• Law enforcement failure
• Weak governance
• Weak conservation structures
• Policy-making failures
• Administrative incompetence
• Lack of accountability
• Corruption
• Focus on green militarisation
• Entry port checks fail

Meso level
• Low pay
• Law enforcement
• Missing crime evidence
• Consumption of wildlife and demand
• Missing prioritisation
• Crime detection failure
• Overlapping political and operational poles

Micro level
• Weak engagement of local communities
• Underestimated local social actors and
relationships

• Stonrg demand for illegal products
• Wrong focus, low awareness and cooperation

General
• Corruption
• Cultural, national, gendered accusations
• Culturalisations and stereotypes
• Societal influences
• Negligence of institution
• Low morals and ethics
• Conversations across levels of failure

Failures

Fig. 26.1 Wildlife crime combat failure. (Author’s own construction)

which are active in wildlife crime is still very limited and is only slowly growing 
(Ayling 2013, 59).

Figure 26.1 provides an overview of the areas in which wildlife crime combat 
and eradication often fails.

26.3  Strategies to Transform Failures in Combatting Wildlife 
Crime

Failures in wildlife crime combat need to be addressed urgently on global, regional, 
national and local levels. Guille (2010) proposes that to address wildlife crime 
effectively and efficiently, the layers of how to tackle wildlife crime need to be inte-
grated; macro, meso and micro levels need to coordinate their data, actions and 
plans, while organisations and stakeholders on each level need to decide if they 
want to be political or operational and in which way. In this section of the chapter, 
strategies will be presented which should be taken into account when addressing 
failures in combatting wildlife crime in order to actively transform crime into wild-
life protection.
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When exploring strategies to combat wildlife crime, areas of interest in sciences 
which particularly focus on wildlife crime, such as green criminology, environmen-
tal or conservation criminology, need to be highlighted. The increase of these 
research and study areas has generally led to an increase in knowledge, interest and 
research in the field (van Asch 2017; Mayer 2019). The idea of tackling wildlife 
crime seems to be growing, even in the operational field; however, the commitment 
to tackle wildlife crime and illegal wildlife trade still seems to be limited, although 
diplomatic efforts, global responses and increased enforcement seem to be growing 
(US Department of State 2012). The Convention on International Trade in 
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) Secretariat (2016) reports 
that the 17th Conference of the Parties (CoP17) held in Johannesburg in September 
and October 2016 showed major shifts in the protection of wild animals and against 
the overexploitation and illegal trade of plants and that international cooperation 
would increase and law enforcement would become more strict.

Researchers, as well as practitioners, often focus on efforts to combat wildlife 
crime instead of focusing on the prevention of wildlife crime. According to van 
Uhm (2018), new and alternative ways of eradicating wildlife crime through pre-
vention need to be developed. Traditionally, criminology uses a rather narrow defi-
nition of crime which does not necessarily incorporate the sociocultural and 
historical influences on the development and combatting of crime. Van Uhm (2018) 
emphasises that social, cultural and historical aspects need to be taken into account 
to develop a deeper understanding of the crime, its development and process, as 
well as the networks it uses. This is particularly true for fulfilling the aim of wildlife 
crime prevention.

In many countries in which wildlife crime is rife, government, stakeholders, 
NGOs and other major players do not put an emphasis on the topic of wildlife 
crime, but rather focus on other burning topics such as poverty eradication or 
human trafficking (Snijders 2015). In countries which trade in curios, luxury foods 
and wildlife-based products such as medicine based on horn, ivory and other high-
value species, awareness needs to be created of the problems connected to the 
demand for these products (Challender and MacMillan 2014). Wildlife crime erad-
ication should not only be a central topic for the public and for operational and 
practically acting stakeholders; it also needs to be a central topic in the context of 
studies in criminology and crime sciences. Research and lectures on green crimi-
nology and particularly in wildlife crime and its combat should be increased inter-
nationally but also in these national contexts in which wildlife crime is a major 
concern (Mayer 2019). Strategy plans of the SADC (2016–2021), for example, 
further suggest to readjust wildlife laws and anti-poaching strategies and law 
enforcement. Policies need to be adjusted and the topic strengthened and rein-
forced across disciplines. Multidimensional aspects of wildlife crime combat need 
to be taken into account (Ramutsindela 2016).
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26.3.1  International Level

Internationally, wildlife crime combat needs to take the following considerations 
into account. On international levels, organisations need to increase international 
cooperation to combat wildlife crime. International investigators, researchers and 
crime combat specialists need to increase their cooperation to combat wildlife crime 
more effectively (Wilson-Wilde 2010). Contextual aspects of wildlife crime need to 
be taken into account from various cultural perspectives which then need to lead 
into internationally planned actions (see Lunstrum 2014). This means that not only 
the elites of a country or the individuals and groups focusing n wildlife need to be 
taken into consideration, but also that cultural groups need to gain a voice in com-
batting wildlife crime. Cultural groups are usually under-represented in the national 
and international discourses. This could bring new perspectives, ideas and inte-
grated approaches to the table and thereby lead to a multi-perspective approach in 
wildlife crime combat. In South Africa, for example, the representatives of previ-
ously disadvantaged groups need to be taken into the discourse along with white key 
players who run wildlife parks, to disentangle wildlife protection topics and histori-
cal racial debates in connection with agency.

Since most of the seizures of ivory and horn have occurred in China, Russia and 
the USA (Biggs et al. 2013; Taylor et al. 2016), international stakeholders need to 
work on decreasing the demand for wildlife hunting through education and training 
in these countries.

During recent years, several stakeholders have worked on increasing the strength 
of networks regarding law enforcement to define wildlife crime as a serious offence, 
such as the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) and the 
International Consortium on Combating Wildlife Crime (ICCWC) who signed 
themselves into effect (Interpol 2010). International law seems to work towards 
addressing “the failures of human behaviour through the development of rules, 
institutions and other modalities of international governance” (van Asch 2017, 39).

In countries with a high demand for wildlife crime products, wildlife crime needs 
to be established as a serious international crime, because only then it will be treated 
effectively by law. Only then, more resources of wildlife crime conduct will be 
allocated (Bennett 2011; Mayer 2019). Based on these newly allocated resources, 
operational practices as well as new investigation tools and wildlife crime combat 
tools can be developed and applied. The newly developed investigative tools should 
be used in various global contexts and also in rural areas in which technological and 
professional standards might be less advanced than in industrialised urban areas. 
The tools need to be operational and practical and should be able to be operated with 
a minimum expertise of forensic investigation.

On international levels, research and operational networks need to be estab-
lished, and investigation tools and techniques need to be expanded and opened for 
international exchange of information and sharing of criminal investigation tools. In 
addition, analysis and evaluation of effective research data and investigation tools 
should be made available internationally, and databases should be established. 
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International and national law enforcement practices can then be established along 
with the investigation processes. These processes must be established not only in 
the countries in which wildlife crime takes place but also along the chain of trade 
routes of wildlife crime (Bennett 2011). Particularly in these countries along the 
trade routes, judiciaries need to be informed and must to be prepared to give sen-
tences to criminals active in wildlife crime.

Within this international cooperation, culturalisations (cultural group ascrip-
tions) and intercultural stereotyping should be minimised and reduced (Griffiths 
2018; Lambrechts and Goga 2016; Liddick 2011; Vázquez 2018) to foster coopera-
tion which is based on a common aim to combat crime, not to be distracted by cul-
tural stereotypes and accusations. In South African contexts, for example, wildlife 
crime is often considered the fault of Chinese markets, the huge Chinese demand of 
wildlife products and the Chinese wildlife crime mafia (Conservation Action Trust 
2017). This shifts the focus from the complexity of the problem, as well as from the 
local criminal networks and their internal strategies, and externalises the problems 
and failures of local crime combat networks. The difficulty of such a shift in focus 
is that, then, crime is not viewed as being part of the failures or problems within the 
countries where it takes place and the complexity of crime and its countering is 
minimised. On a related note, Liddick (2011) comments on the assumption that the 
Neapolitan Mafia from Italy is behind illegal trading in China, Australia, Canada 
and South Africa. Although this may be partially true (Liddick 2011), the accusation 
and externalisation of criminal networks bear the risk that crime is not viewed as an 
internal problem but rather as an external problem. This might lead to wrong accu-
sations and cultural stereotyping.

Griffiths (2018) observes that wildlife crime has a strong cultural impact in terms 
of ethnic groups in societies who define their own identity based on the relationship 
with nature and wildlife. The author points out that wildlife crime might even be 
interpreted as a form of cultural victimisation and has therefore a huge cultural 
impact on certain ethnic and cultural groups, which is often underestimated 
(Griffiths 2018).

In the context of 87 elephant cadavers found in the Okavango Delta in Botswana 
in September 2018, Sahba (2018), the UN environmental director of communica-
tion points out that the eradication of wildlife crime is failing, in part, because of 
missing cross-cultural communication. An urgent change in strategy is needed to 
save the world’s wildlife. Wildlife crime is often attributed to certain indigenous 
groups stereotyped as being driven by poverty and cultural values and norms to 
commit wildlife crime (Duffy 2010). Instead of being stereotyped, indigenous peo-
ple need to be understood in terms of their relationship with natural resources and 
wildlife.

In conclusion, at an international level, it can be seen that culture, nationhood, 
and gender play important roles in crime trials and crime combatting efforts. 
“Cultural others” often represent a threat to the nation if they fail to live up to the 
collective ideal and inclusiveness of the receiving society. In this case, culture, 
nationhood and gender are used to explain behaviour or even to justify it. Vázquez 
(2018) provides an example of this, in which a court operator explains that East 
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Europeans are accustomed to killing wildlife and would not know that it is a crime 
in their receiving country; therefore, they are involved in wildlife crime owing to 
their cultural background. Culturalisation processes are often racialised and gen-
dered processes in court cases (Vázquez 2018), and this is true for wildlife crime 
cases as well. However, intersectionalities such as race, culture, gender and nation-
hood should be researched more frequently and in more depth to improve the under-
standing of their impacts on success and failure in combatting wildlife crime.

26.3.2  National Level

At national levels, national laws need to be established to combat wildlife crime 
effectively. Legal economic trade needs to be fostered and promoted and be used to 
combat illegal trade. Strategies need to take the national and local circumstances 
into account. In most of the countries in which wildlife crime is widespread, the 
eradication of wildlife crime needs to be made a key political issue (Mayer 2019). 
If this is not the case, law enforcement and operational practices will struggle to 
implement wildlife crime protection. Only when public concern is built, can long- 
term change be maintained in protecting against wildlife crime. Public concern can 
be built further by governmental subsidies which are landowner-friendly and which 
support them to protect their wildlife. Additionally, laws, for example, taxation 
laws, could help wildlife owners to protect their wildlife (Cloete et al. 2015).

National governmental wildlife parks need to increase ideas and actions of own-
ership and agency. If necessary, privately and governmentally owned wildlife con-
servation areas might need to be restructured to combat wildlife crime effectively. 
On national levels, governmental and national forces need to be unified to protect 
wildlife. In the Mokolodi Game Reserve, in Botswana, for example, the privately 
owned reserve cooperates effectively with the national military defence force to 
protect their wildlife in the park (Personal Communication Mokolodi 2018).

In countries in which corruption is high, different stakeholders should be included 
and networks built to prevent corrupt structures which might counteract wildlife 
protection. Individuals working in professions to protect wildlife (such as police, 
security, conservationists and rangers) should be paid well, and the risks they take 
should be appreciated. Civil society in countries battling with wildlife crime needs 
to become active and allocate their resources to destroy “sophisticated, well-funded, 
globally linked criminal operations” (Bennett 2011, 478). Further, historically 
grown political and economic frameworks – for example, with regard to land own-
ership as in South Africa or Zimbabwe – need to be taken into account, understood 
in their complexity and redefined.

New models and computer programmes could be used on national and local 
levels to combat wildlife crime. For instance, Ford (2017) evaluates various types of 
adversary attack prediction models. The models attempt to predict the likelihood of 
different targets being attacked, providing predictions of poacher attacks in a spe-
cific area. Ford (2017) identifies a new and advanced adversary behaviour model-
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ling application which, when tested in real-world conditions, leads to greatly 
improved numbers of findings of wildlife crime in remote areas compared to the 
average historical observation rate. The improvement and wider use of attack pro-
tection models could help to detect criminal activity more frequently.

These kinds of adversary behaviour model applications, however, have been 
criticised for being limited to certain regions in which the park rangers usually 
patrol (Gholami et al. 2018). In Uganda, only 60% of the parks are usually con-
trolled, and the attack protection models are limited to these areas (Gholami et al. 
2018). Because the remote areas in which wildlife crime occurs are too huge to be 
patrolled, patrols are limited to certain posts, and areas are understaffed. This means 
that real crime data is always limited to the conditions of the regional and patrol 
activities and therefore might only reflect part of the reality of crime activities 
(Gholami et al. 2018). Failures in crime prevention when using adversary behaviour 
modelling software can occur owing to insufficient patrol activities. Predictions also 
fail as a consequence of annual crime analysis, while the actual trends in wildlife 
crime change more frequently and fluently. Further, the software equipment and 
techniques used are expensive and cannot be used effectively in low resource output 
areas. Data from different areas is often not integrated, and law enforcement agen-
cies fail to use the modelled data (Gholami et al. 2018). These failures can lead to 
unreliable predictions and misleading information in wildlife crime prevention. 
Gholami et al. (2018) suggest a new model (aWare) which improves accuracy and 
runtime of algorithms and allows fine-grained patrols, which allows for improved 
patrol planning, based on improved predictions and in combination with lower cost 
equipment over multiple protected areas (Gholami et al. 2018).

26.3.3  Local Level

Particularly at local levels, the training of professionals to increase competencies 
and expertise to combat wildlife crime needs to increase (Snijders 2012). Local staff 
members such as rangers, private security guards and natural conservation special-
ists need to create ownership and agency within local communities and in wildlife 
habitats to cooperate to protect wildlife. Trained specialised social workers could 
support the establishment of tight cooperation structures at local levels across com-
munities, with operational specialists (wildlife protection units, investigators, oper-
ational experts) and local inhabitants. Within the local community, specific key 
persons such as elders, community spokesmen, local decision-makers or municipal 
representatives should be called upon to inform local inhabitants about wildlife 
protection.

Information on wildlife protection should be provided not only in national 
languages but also in the languages of the local inhabitants. Different ways of 
distributing information, such as written information, oral presentations, panel 
discussions, scientific seminars, workshops and theatre plays, should be imple-
mented to reach out for local inhabitants across ethnic and cultural groups, language 
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groups, generational and gender lines. Training programmes for different stakehold-
ers (police, security, rangers, conservation experts) need to be provided to prepare 
individuals professionally to use forensic investigation tools. If at all possible, train-
ing centres in combatting wildlife crime should be established in remote area where 
they are really needed, and programmes of volunteering could support the running 
of these trainings in decentralised centres. These centres would also need to have 
essential equipment such as forensic investigation tools (Mayer 2019) and would 
require the use of culture-specific didactical approaches (Henson et al. 2016). In Sri 
Lanka, researchers Kumarathunga et  al. (2016) conclude that providing a sound 
training in legal court practices, employing legal committed officers, providing uni-
forms and weapons, and accelerating reward processes and appreciation of commit-
ments would positively affect and decrease the failures in wildlife crime eradication. 
Besides the training programmes in rural areas, higher education institutions should 
expand their criminology and crime science departments to advance wildlife crime 
fighting with regard to local structures and develop interesting career development 
paths for local professionals (Mayer 2019).

Summarising, strategies to combat wildlife crime should include more monitor-
ing of wildlife crime activities and an increased global awareness of wildlife crime 
as an environmental concern and threat to humankind, a critical evaluation of green 
militarisation and increased military patrols, increase of proactive law enforcement 
action with intelligence-led detection mechanisms and a well-established system to 
punish the perpetrators. Successful prosecutions and appropriate penalties need to 
be defined and standardised at local, national and international levels. The critical 
evaluation of behaviour modelling applications and their abilities to contribute to 
investigations needs to be explored further. To implement strategies successfully, 
loopholes and leakages need to be closed through a meaningful and collaborative 
multi-agency collaboration across social, cultural and organisational boundaries, 
while creative, innovative and effective strategies to reduce the demand for wildlife 
products need to be implemented in socioculturally specific ways.

Figure 26.2 provides an overview of overall strategies to counter failures in wild-
life crime combat in the different areas and levels described above.

26.4  Conclusions

Wildlife crime is a huge threat to the global, regional, national and local environ-
ment and to the basis of existence for humankind. On all levels of cooperation, 
wildlife crime combatting needs to use bottom-up and top-down approaches simul-
taneously to minimise wildlife crime effectively. During the past few years, research 
on wildlife crime prevention and its failures in different contexts has increased, with 
the aim to develop effective, operational and practical tools, turning wildlife crime 
into wildlife protection.

Persistent challenges and failures exist with regard to the effective fighting of 
wildlife crime, such as weak international cooperation and too little data exchange, 
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Fig. 26.2 Areas of strategies of wildlife crime combat. (Author’s own construction)

a lack of political and governmental will at national and local levels, lack of 
resources on all three levels, as well as a lack of capacity and interagency coopera-
tion, a lack of transparency and performance monitoring, as well as insufficient 
educational forces at all levels. Further, erroneous communication, analysis, inter-
pretation and judgement of facts may have led to false decision-making in terms of 
wildlife crime combatting and its eradication. However, these failures, errors and 
mistakes can be transformed into worthwhile direction posts and resources when 
they are analysed and evaluated openly, critically and in cooperation across cultural 
and agency lines. Then, past and present failures in stemming the flow of wildlife 
crimes can turn into opportunities for future success in diminishing wildlife crimes 
across cultural lines.
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Chapter 27
Safety 3.0 and the End of the Superstar 
Clinician

Chris P. Subbe and Paul Barach

‘Every system is perfectly designed to get the results it gets’.

Paul Batalden

Abstract Training of clinicians in both nursing and medicine is often focused on 
improving their individual competencies in the hope to reduce error and patient 
harm rates to a negligible level. Medicine attracts the brightest students in most 
countries through a highly competitive selection process. Despite this, 5–10% of 
patients admitted to hospital continue to suffer complications with significant mor-
bidity and mortality. Disappointingly error rates in many areas have not signifi-
cantly changed for decades.

The dominant philosophies of error reduction are ‘Safety 1’ and ‘Safety 2’. The 
principle of ‘Safety 1’ focuses on measurement and understanding of errors. ‘Safety 
2’ is looking for resilient systems in which we seek to understand how people man-
age to create safety despite system weaknesses and endeavour to better appreciate 
successful safe working practices.

In this chapter in build on Safety 1 and 2, and introduce the concept of Safety 
3.0. In contrast to the principles applied to reducing errors in hospitals, the high- 
reliability industries have used another approach to assure reliable, reduction of fail-
ures and to enhance safety: modular redundancy. This approach assures that 
safety-critical parts of technical systems exist in triplicate or quadruplicate backups 
and the failure of individual parts does not lead to catastrophic system failures and 
fatal outcomes. This might be the key to reliable safety of complex social- 
technical systems such as aviation, nuclear power, space travel and more.

The application of this principle is still rare in healthcare, but acceptance of the 
need for a robust safety management system based on redundancy of safety-critical 
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steps in medical processes and distributive models of governance might improve 
error rates, reduce patient harm and enhance clinical outcomes. Patient involvement 
is essential as an equal partner in the co-design of robust safety in healthcare and 
key to achieving the triple aims goals of safe, effective and patient-centred care.

Keywords Mistakes · Errors · Failures · Patient safety · Patient-centred · 
Healthcare · Hierarchy · Co-production

27.1  The Ecosystem of Clinical Safety

27.1.1  Medicine as the Noble Profession

The framework of healthcare delivery is shifting rapidly across the world. Healthcare 
is in a political, social and financial crisis that is fuelling dramatic action and reform. 
Chronic disease is shortening our lifespan, destroying our quality of life, bankrupt-
ing governments, and threatening the health of future generations. Unfortunately, 
conventional medicine has failed to adequately address this challenge, and the prev-
alence of most chronic health problems continues to rise. The systems that will 
thrive will focus on cost-efficiency, quality of care, innovative healthcare delivery 
and alignment of incentives with payers and other participants in the healthcare 
equation (Barach and Kleinman 2018).

Medicine continues to attract the greatest minds and an exploding array of tech-
nologies investigating the creation of life, the structures underlying our existence 
and the reasons why these might or might not fail. In no other field of science has 
progress been more closely linked to the expectations and fantasies of the human 
mind, and in no other field is change felt in the same way. Diseases that were un- 
survivable even 20 or 30 years ago are now routinely managed if not treated suc-
cessfully. The scourges of human history have in many areas been beaten back or at 
least contained such as with HIV AIDS where one can expect in 2019 to live a long 
and productive life (Gapminder Foundation n.d.; Griffiths et al. 2018). Infectious 
diseases such as leprosy and plague are now treatable, nutritional diseases such as 
scurvy and rickets have been all but eliminated in Western countries, and even many 
cancers are today survived thanks to a combination of better understanding of their 
aetiology, genetics and vulnerabilities.

Investment into new technologies has been relentless with the medical-industrial 
complex taking on a larger and larger proportion of the economic output so that in 
the USA, for example, nearly 1/5 of the GDP is consumed by healthcare (Sisko 
et al. 2019). 

At a time when diagnostic tests are becoming more insightful and treatments 
more powerful, a more sinister narrative has however started to emerge. These 
highly qualified specialists that modern medicine produces, are being under-
mined by complex and dysfunctional systems that are generating a significant 
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number of errors, abetted by powerful technologies, and directly contributing to 
patient harm.

27.1.2  Challenged by Increasing Complexity of Care

The exploding complexity of modern medicine (Braithwaite et al. n.d.) has chal-
lenged providers, while the autonomy of the medical profession has been under 
threat all while maintaining or increasing work productivity and profitability. A 
single hospital might create the same amount of data as a globally operating bank – 
but have only a fraction of the systems expertise and analytic frameworks to under-
stand and respond to this data and its implications. A single patient who is admitted 
for a hospital stay will have vital signs captured four to eight times per day depend-
ing on local policy. The majority of patients who require hospital admission will 
suffer from a number of pre-existing conditions and will take medications usually 
several times per day. At the same time, nurses will chart fluid intake and output, 
bowel movements, status of the skin, and other observations. As a conservative 
estimate, an average-sized clinical unit looking after up to 30 patients will generate 
1500 data points per day of which half are dynamic and constantly changing and 
often interacting; administering a blood pressure tablet will lower blood pressure 
but might also affect heart rate and blood tests indicating renal function or urine 
output and require a system to check for these daily and over several days.

Changes in epidemiology have added an additional layer of complexity. Frailty 
is a clinical syndrome of accumulated deficits that can affect every single organ 
system but will affect individual patients in different ways (Jones et  al. 2004). 
Patients who are frail might or might not respond to usually successful treatments, 
and importantly they might also hold beliefs about what treatments might or might 
not be appropriate for them. The increasingly frail inpatient population is more 
vulnerable and adds a layer of risk and complexity to individual and organizational 
risk and clinical decision-making. It is hence clear that the amount of data creates a 
cognitive load that simply overwhelms clinical systems and clinicians (Harry and 
Sweller 2016).

27.1.3  Organizational Culture: An Important Context 
for Addressing and Improving Error Rates 
in Patient Care

Aspects of organizational culture, or how providers ‘do things here’, are increas-
ingly appreciated as essential in understanding how best to improve the quality of 
healthcare (Boan and Funderburk 2003; Schein 2010). We define organizational 
culture as the social-organizational phenomena, in terms of behaviour or attitudes, 
that emerge from a common way of sense-making, based on shared values, beliefs, 
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assumptions and norms (Bolman and Deal 1997; Scott et al. 2003). Evidence sug-
gests that organizational culture may be relevant for successful and sustained 
improvement efforts, especially in training years, and to better define key problems 
and formulate hypothesis to test models of change (Spencer-Oatey n.d.; Vohra 
et al. 2007).

The culture of the world of clinical medicine has some characteristics that might 
have made it more susceptible to the safety challenges outlined below. Healing has 
been associated for millennia with divine powers. Those undertaking the healing 
have therefore often been associated with these powers. Medicine has in the last two 
centuries acquired a renewed status by association with the knowledge and belief 
systems underlying modern science that has replaced in many areas religious value 
systems. Science offers a perspective to use rational analysis of data as a way to 
understand and frame problems and then devise solutions to ‘fix’ them. When this 
type of thinking is used in areas that are closely related with life and death, it is dif-
ficult to not ascribe those who lead it with quasi-religious powers.

Rapid advances in specific technologies, breakthroughs in transplant surgery, 
understanding of our genome and fertility treatments have inspired the public imag-
ination and made pioneering clinicians and researchers into superstars of popular 
culture. Furthermore, until fairly recently this culture was overwhelmingly male 
dominated. While few doctors would these days want to be described as ‘half-gods 
in white’, the religious context of medicine is part of its heritage and unlikely to 
foster insight, reflection and humility. The seminal study, Boys in White (Becker 
et al. 1976), remains a remarkable and relevant ethnographic study of how highly 
impressionable young men in medical school lived their schedules, their efforts to 
find out what professors wanted from them in tests and exercises, their ‘latent cul-
ture’ (the division into alphas and betas, fraternity and non-fraternity men), their 
slow assimilation of medical professional values through peer pressure and exam-
ple, their learning how to negotiate a hospital or clinic in all its complexity and their 
perspectives on what they must do to guarantee their futures.

27.2  The Safety Challenges of Modern Medicine

Studies from the United States, Australia (Wilson et  al. 1995), the Netherlands 
(Zegers et al. 2009), New Zealand (Davis et al. 2002, 2003), Canada (Baker et al. 
2004) and the United Kingdom (Vincent et al. 2001; Hogan et al. 2012) show that a 
significant proportion of patients who enter the ‘healthcare cathedrals’ of the (twen-
tieth and) twenty-first century will suffer adverse events as a result of the diagnostic 
and therapeutic interventions they receive (Kohn et al. 2000).

Safety is defined as freedom from accidental injury (Kohn et al. 2000). Harm is 
defined through morbidity or death not related to the initial disease or the need for 
additional resources (Nebeker et  al. 2005). Harm can be caused by errors of 
 commission or omission. Some of the errors might well be unavoidable and the 
result of unexpected variation in patients’ physiology and vulnerabilities. But in 
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today’s understanding of medical harm caused by medical errors, there is a broad 
understanding that around a half of the charted harm is probably preventable 
(Panagioti et al. 2019).

At the same time, there is an understanding that the ‘culture’ of hospitals is inti-
mately linked to the safety of its operations; in a number of studies using 
questionnaire- based tools or direct observations, investigators have found that 
strong hierarchies, bullying, working in professional silos and disruptive and poor 
communication directly impact the chances of patients to survive (Weaver et  al. 
2013). A deeper understanding about the relationships between patient outcomes, 
organizational structure, and their underlying cultural barriers is needed because 
they may provide a better understanding of the harm when staff and management 
are diengaged and lack psychological safety (Bruback et al. 2019). This has resulted 
in a number of training programmes that target the culture of teams to improve 
safety such as the team training program TeamSTEPPS (Barach 2007; Siassakos 
et al. 2013; Wakeman and Langham 2018).

Why has the safety and quality movement been slow to improve care (Phelps and 
Barach 2014)? To examine the topic, an illustrative example might be helpful.

27.2.1  Safety Case Study: Cardiopulmonary Arrests 
and Avoidable Admissions to Critical Care

Modern hospital medicine deals with increasingly complex conditions: patients 
present with a multitude of previous conditions, treated with powerful medications, 
and present to the hospital often at a late stage of their illness or life when physio-
logical reserves to combat acute illness might be partially depleted. The combina-
tion of frail elderly patients who are suffering from serious illness and are being 
treated with one or often several powerful treatments results in an explosive combi-
nation. In patients where survival is expected, the deterioration and death are usu-
ally not what patients, families or clinicians expect. The sudden stop of the heart and 
or breathing, the ‘cardiopulmonary arrest’, is therefore often seen as the worst-case- 
scenario and an unexpected catastrophe.

Cardiopulmonary arrests are however not as uncommon as one would expect. 
Cardiopulmonary arrests rates are between 0.2 and 2 per 1000 patients admitted to 
a given hospital (Santamaria et al. 2010). The more challenging aspect is that the 
overwhelming number of these cardiopulmonary arrests is predictable. Researchers 
have found that over 80% of patients had clearly documented signs of worsening 
vital signs, in particular breathlessness and changes in level of consciousness, before 
they arrested, and were often missed by staff (Schein et al. 1990). 66% of patients 
who subsequently suffered cardiopulmonary arrests had documented deterioration 
over 6 h or more (Franklin and Mathew 1994). Similarly a large study examining 
patients admitted to UK intensive care units showed significant abnormalities in 
patients’ vital signs as early as 72 h before they were moved from their general ward 
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to intensive care (Cullinane et al. 2005). So how can a system that employs so many 
highly motivated and talented staff with cutting edge technology lead to such pre-
ventable harm?

27.3  Frameworks for Continuous Systems Improvement

Safety 1 and Safety 2 are approaches to learning systems that were first described 
by Hollnagel and Braithwaite (Hollnagel et al. 2015). Safety 1 starts with an adverse 
event and tries to deduct the reasons and mechanisms that led to this outcome but 
undertaking an analysis of root causes that can then be the target for efforts to 
improve the system and prevent future mishaps (Cassin and Barach 2012). Many 
adverse events follow patterns, and analysing events and near miss events in some 
detail might therefore help to prevent many future events (Barach and Small 2000).

The weakness of this approach is that while the identified route causes might 
have contributed to disasters, more often they don’t because individuals and teams 
find ways to improvise, mitigate against them and work around them. Understanding 
these workarounds and using them to make systems more reliable is hence the basis 
of thinking behind ‘Safety 2’ (Halbesleben et al. 2008).

Safety 2 starts with the observation that the majority of episodes of care don’t 
end in disaster despite being performed in the same environment by the same people 
and the same equipment  in which the care  that went wrong. Understanding the 
human and systems conditions under which things go right, is therefore another 
route to create safer systems (Amalberti et al. 2005a, b).

The principles of Safety 1 and Safety 2 can be applied to the problem of prevent-
able catastrophic deterioration leading to cardiac arrests and unplanned admissions 
to intensive care units. The root causes of analysis of failure to rescue has revealed 
a number of mechanisms by which deterioration can be missed (Subbe and Barach 
2017a): incomplete measurements of vital signs, lack of training in the interpreta-
tion of abnormal signs and problems to escalate to senior staff (Subbe and Barach 
2017b). These can in part be addressed by introducing standards for acquisition and 
reporting such as the United Kingdom’s National Early Warning Score (NEWS) 
(Jones 2012). NEWS (Fig. 27.1) and comparable systems have helped hospitals to 
reduce rates of cardiac arrests (Winters et al. 2013) and death from severe infections 
(Hancock 2014). The systems required to drive safety in this group of patients with 
the learning from Safety 1 have been described as ‘rapid response systems’, and 
their structures, processes and expected safety outcomes have been reported in 
international consensus statements (Devita et al. 2006; Subbe et al. 2019).

The systems that are required to achieve safety have hencde a transparent phi-
losophy of care  – a chain of survival where the analysis of vital signs leads to 
staff recognition of patient deterioration, escalation to a more senior clinician and 
direct changes in treatment (Fig. 27.2).

At the same time, team training (Guidry et al. 2011) communication (Stead et al. 
2009) and staffing levels (Aiken et al. 2002) are factors that a Functional Resonance 
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Fig. 27.2 Mechanism of a rapid response system (Subbe & Welsh)

Fig. 27.1 Scoring card provided by NHS Wales for the National Early Warning Score

Accident Model (FRAM) (Hollnagel and Goteman 2015) would suggest are  as 
important conditions for the safe functioning of a system through a Safety 2 lens.

27.4  Safety of Complex Systems

27.4.1  Understanding Interdependencies

While Safety 1 assumes causality of variation and error, Safety 2 assumes causality 
of functioning, and both systems accept that multiple factors will affect failure or 
system functioning; the philosophy of these models is largely linear in assuming a 
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Fig. 27.3 Cynefin Framework – Image Harvard Business Review

certain logical and chronological order of events (Cassin and Barach 2012). This is 
true for many processes in medical care and beyond but might be usefully comple-
mented by understanding more fully the performance elments and degradation of 
complex, social-technical systems.

27.4.2  The Cynefin Framework as a Way to Understand 
and Manage the Terrain

David Snowdon has developed a framework for understanding of complex pro-
cesses that was initially applied to management theory and offers an attractive 
model to explain medical dilemmas and potential strategies to resolve them 
(Snowden and Boone 2007). The Cynefin framework (Fig. 27.3) distinguishes 
between four main types of problems: simple, complicated, complex and chaotic. 
Simple and complicated problems have a logical solution that is either obvious in 
the case of simple problems or can be deducted through rational analysis using 
available data in the case of complicated problems. Complex problems have no 
obvious solution, but by testing out interventions and analysing system responses, it 
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is possible to find solutions. Chaotic systems have no solution and no coherent sys-
tem by which a solution can be achieved and moving out of the system is the pre-
ferred strategy.

Cynefin has relevance to the choice of strategies individuals and systems can 
choose  in creating safe care which can be illustrated with the example of surgi-
cal checklists (Table 27.1) used by clinical teams to manage simple (Haynes et al. 
2009), complicated (Arriaga et al. 2013), complex (Subbe et al. 2017a) and chaotic 
(ALS – Advanced Life Support course n.d.) care problems.
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Table 27.1 Application of Cynefin framework for physiological problems and safety of 
organizations

Cynefin category
Application to clinical problem – 
individual patient

Application to hospital 
safety – healthcare strategy

Simple problem A young fit person dehydrated after a 
short run will require a limited amount of 
fluid to recover wellbeing

Checklists like those used prior 
to sending a patient to theatre: 
check of name, date of birth, 
hospital number (Bognár et al. 
2008)

Simple measurements of heart rate and 
urine output can guide treatment

Complicated 
problem

An elderly person with the same illness 
and being treated with the same number 
of medications, can greatly influence 
urine output, blood pressure and heart rate

For complicated problems such 
as potential complications 
during a long surgical 
procedure, the checklist of the 
World Health Organization that 
is used in the presence of the 
whole team that is involved in 
the operation provides a 
mechanisms to improve safety 
(Chaplin 1985)

A step-wise approach with monitoring of 
impact for each fluid intake by measuring 
blood pressure, heart rate, urine output and 
basic blood tests to gauge the correct 
amount of fluid required to restore 
wellbeing

Complex problem An elderly person with multiple medical 
conditions including a weakness of the 
heart and serious infection with fluid loss 
through infectious diarrhoea

For complex problems such as 
unstructured emergencies on 
general wards in patients with 
multiple problems of unclear 
aetiology, our group has 
established checklists with 
questions rather than answers 
as a potential strategy that 
allows less experienced 
practitioners to enhance safety 
of care in simulated 
environments (Kolb 2014)

Weakness of the heart usually requires a 
restriction of fluids; serious infection 
requires generous application of fluid. 
Admission to intensive care and 
application of advanced ways to monitor 
the functioning of large blood vessels, the 
pump strength of the heart and hourly 
urine output measurement would guide 
treatment with a combination of small 
fluids boluses and heart strengthening 
medications with continuous measurement 
of parameters to assure that the treatment 
fits this particular unique patient and his or 
her response

(continued)
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Cynefin category
Application to clinical problem – 
individual patient

Application to hospital 
safety – healthcare strategy

Chaotic problem Septic shock, the most severe form of 
infection with changes to tone of blood 
vessels, contractility of the heart and 
permeability of blood vessels

Airway-Breathing-Circulation- 
Disability-Exposure system for 
cardio-pulmonary arrests to 
identify and resolve sequential 
potentially unrelated problems 
and gain control (Knowles 
1990)

Septic shock management has changed 
little after 20 years inspite of much 
research including using invasive blood 
pressure monitoring and many 
randomized controlled trials, which have 
not shown more than a marginal benefit 
with newer treatment modalities (Franklin 
and Mathew 1994)
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The failure of clinical teams to understand in which zone of the framework they 
are operating can lead to a flawed mental model, misjudgement of risk and the 
choice of the wrong strategy to support patients. Given that there are no simple 
demarcations between the four zones, it is often the pattern recognition of experi-
enced staff that translates into choosing the most-suitable correct strategy.

27.4.3  Triple Modular Redundancy as a Technological Model 
for Working of Teams

The basic underlying construct behind most efforts to improve medical safety is the 
concept that better training of individuals and improved processes will mitigate 
against medical error. This however, turns out be over simplistic and fails to trans-
late to helping staff learn to better manage and care for patients. 

This system contrasts with a model of safety that has been developed for com-
plex technology, most notably in aviation and the Apollo spaceflight programme 
(Apollo Guidance Computer and the First Silicon Chips | National Air and Space 
Museum 2015). The underlying philosophy is important: a single unit will always 
have a failure rate, and by combining several independent units, the risk that both 
fail at the same time is reduced. Safety-critical parts of the process are provided in 
modular and redundant fashion (Fig. 27.4).

Despite the widespread use of the principle of modular redundancy in the hi-tech 
world, it is virtually unheard of in the world of medical safety. Only a few systems 
have redundant parts; administration of powerful drugs such as cancer treatments, 
blood products or pain killers is often undertaken by two healthcare professionals – 
this is to assure that accidental errors, ‘slips’, don’t go unnoticed (Amalberti et al. 
2005a, 2005b).

Table 27.1 (continued)
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Fig. 27.4 Triple modular redundancy – with one voter (top) and three voters (bottom) (Wikipedia): 
the three-voter system means that even the voting mechanism is not dependent on a single fallible 
item (Wikipedia)

Another potentially modular system is the usage of checklists by multiple users 
in operating theatres (Haynes et al. 2009). Checklists have however important social 
determinants which when not appreciated can greatly limit their impact (Dixon- 
Woods et al. 2011; Urbach et al. 2014).

Technology can be used to create this modular redundancy even in healthcare. 
Our group has tested a technology-supported solution to allow distribution of safety- 
critical data to multiple responders. Vital sign measures were summarised in values 
of the National Early Warning Score (Jones 2012) and transmitted in real time to a 
large graphic board at the nursing station, the senior duty doctor and a member of 
the rapid response team – a group of nurses with critical care skills. Implementation 
in a study with over 4000 patients led to a significant reduction in adverse events by 
a third, and the cardiopulmonary arrests by 80% as well as better survival of patients 
requiring admission to intensive care (Subbe et al. 2017b). The ability of several 
responders to support a deteriorating patient would negate the variability in perfor-
mance of individuals, flatten hierarchical patterns of communication and facilitate a 
transparent and truthful culture of shared safety.
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27.5  How Patients Are Changing the  Safety Culture 
in Healthcare

27.5.1  Moving the Safety Focus from Clinicians to Patients

Much of safety research has however focused on the role of healthcare professionals 
and their systems and to a lesser extent on the role of patients in system safety. 
These and other findings have led to an accusation of ‘tokenism’ in the involvement 
of patients (Ocloo and Fulop 2012; Ocloo and Matthews 2016). The emphasis on 
clinicians might have led to missed opportunities in the development of safer sys-
tems. In the following section, the rational and evidence for the role of patients in 
the delivery of safe care will be explored.

27.5.2  Self-Preservation as a Driver for Safety

Examples from aviation have inspired many initiatives to improve safety in health-
care with the usage of checklists (Ziewacz et  al. 2011), high-fidelity simulation 
(Streufert et al. 2001; Barach 2003), reporting systems and national learning struc-
tures like the UK’s Healthcare Safety Investigation Branch (Stewart et al. 2018).

One mechanism of safety that is distinct from safety of systems in healthcare has 
however not been sufficiently highlighted, and this oversight might explain in parts 
the lack of progress in system safety in healthcare. Pilots and their teams are on 
board of the airplane, and ‘the pilot is always the first person at the site of the acci-
dent’. Self-preservation might be a driver for safety in aviation and other high- 
reliability industries (Sanchez and Barach 2012).

27.5.3  Agency and Ownership Facilitating Change

Behavioural psychology offers another model to support patient involvement. 
Behavioural economist Dan Ariely from Duke University and his colleagues 
describe the attribution of value to goods based on the involvement of individuals 
(Norton 2011). Ariely has labelled this the ‘IKEA effect’ and compares it to the 
satisfaction that customers of the Swedish furniture chain IKEA experience if 
they build their flat-packed units (Norton et  al. 2012). Participation promotes 
ownership and agency. Participation of patients in their own healthcare in general 
and aspects of safety in particular might therefore be legitimate drivers for 
improvement (Hanson and Barach 2012). Ownership of healthcare data and 
agency to act are transformative as illustrated by the rise in personal health records 
(Leveille et  al. 2012; Bell et  al. 2015) and self-management programmes for 
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patients with chronic diseases (Franek 2013; Haslbeck et al. 2015). It is likely that 
these very mechanisms of behavioural economics underlie some of the successes 
of projects using co- production (Dineen 2014).

27.5.4  Human Sensors and the Importance 
of a Personal ‘Normal’

Medical textbooks describe commonly ‘normal’ physiology based on data that is 
often historic and derived from young healthy individuals  – often students. It is 
arguable that these normal values are only present in a minority of patients who 
would, for example, be admitted to a modern hospital. Attempts to restore ‘normal 
physiology’ to the numbers reported in healthy students would be impossible and 
potentially outright dangerous. Observations from patients and those close to them 
acting as ‘human sensors’ are likely to provide the best approximation of what a 
future state of successful restauration of health might look like. The ‘normal’ status 
of a patient is therefore owned by patients.

27.5.5  Examples for Patient Powered Safety in Management 
of Chronic Illness

Many medical safety incidents are related to ‘high-risk medications’(Nebeker et al. 
2004) such as drugs used for the treatment of diabetes and blood-thinning medica-
tions used for the prevention of strokes in patients with an irregular heartbeat or 
artificial heart valves (Sanduende Otero et al. 2019). While the drugs have obvious 
risks, these are being handled near exclusively by the patients using them with spo-
radic input from their professional colleagues in primary care.

Inflammatory bowel disease is a group of disorders that leads to diarrhoea with 
blood and mucus and complications in many other organs outside the bowel. 
Introduction of patient registries, patient portals and other forms of personal health 
records has allowed patients to chart their symptoms online, link to results from 
blood tests and then adjust the dosage of medications such as steroids that modify 
their immune system. Data from a number of international studies shows that this 
approach by patients managing their own disease leads to less complications than 
treatment that is solely directed by healthcare professionals (Crandall et al. 2011; 
Price et al. 2015; Carlsen et al. 2017).

Training of patients in the management of long-term conditions through their 
peers has similarly shown to positively impact outcomes that are usually linked to 
safety of care (Horton et al. n.d.).

Changes in vital signs are commonly linked to the potential of deterioration. The 
technology required to monitor vital signs used to be the prerogative of healthcare 
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professionals, but devices that can remotely record vital signs such as blood pres-
sure, heart rate, temperature, oxygen saturations or respiratory rate are now avail-
able to consumers (Koshy et al. 2018).

27.5.6  Patient Powered Safety Applications in Hospital

The participation of patients in their own safety while being in hospitals is an area 
with significantly less evidence. There is strong evidence from multiple case 
examples that patients and those close to them often ‘know that something just 
isn’t right’. Patient safety campaigners such as Helen Haskell from ‘Mothers 
Against Medical Errors’ and the World Health Organisation’s Patient Safety pro-
gramme have used this evidence successfully to introduce legislation that requires 
hospitals to make mechanisms available to patients and families to directly alert 
teams  specialising in the diagnosis and treatment of life-threatening illness 
(Haskell and Lord 2017). This type of intervention has again not been studied in 
large interventional studies, but the underlying rational that patients need to be 
able to ‘safe their own life, even if in hospital’, is difficult to challenge on ethical 
grounds and can foster a culture of safety in hospitals that are using this care 
model (Odell et  al. 2010). This  has been recommended as a quality metric for 
hospitals worldwide (Subbe et  al. 2019). Additionally it might be possible for 
patients and families to actively take part in the routine reporting of safety inci-
dents (Lopez et al. 2017).

Acute kidney injury (AKI) is an often fatal complication of acute illness. About 
half of all patients at risk in hospital are able to monitor their own fluid intake and 
indicate the colour of their urine (Fig. 27.5) with significant improvements in the 
way that nurses record urine output (Subbe 2015).

Parents in some neonatal intensive care units are now presenting the symptoms 
of their child and its progress on official ward rounds – this facilitates better insights 
of progress and allows clinicians to benefit from the knowledge of parents about their 
child (Voos et al. 2011).

These examples indicate that patients and those close to them might be able to 
play a more active and meaningful role in their own safety even while in hospital.

27.6  Building a Safety Culture Fit for Complex Challenges 
Through Distributive Networks: Safety 3.0

This chapter summarizes the safety challenges of medical practice supporting 
patients with increasingly complex circumstances. Error rates and misadventures 
are common, and medicine as an industry is struggling with its cultural heritage and 
the unreliability of its practices. The model of omnipotent superstar clinicians in 
this context is drawing to a close.
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Fig. 27.5 KidneySafe Bracelet from NHS Wales – following an electronic alert, patients are given 
the bracelet and instructed to let nurses know when they have passed urine and what colour of the 
bracelet the urine colour corresponds to

The case study of cardiopulmonary arrests illustrates causes of errors and solu-
tions through the lenses of Safety 1 and Safety 2. At the same time, it clarifies the 
limitations of current approaches. Examples from other industries might support the 
use of modular system architecture for safety-critical information and actions. We 
define ‘Safety 3.0’ as a system with modular redundancy where patients are actively 
involved and engaged in managing their care in a reliable and transparent manner. 
There are a number of examples from clinical practice that support a deeper under-
standing of the mechanisms by which this might be effective.

Redesigning the safety systems of healthcare is challenging and critically neces-
sary and probably unavoidable. Faced with the challenges of complexity, uncertainty 
and the difficulty to increase reliability of human actors, innovative non-linear solu-
tions will require further exploration using experimental studies and clinical trials. 
Networks including healthcare professionals, patients and their social environments 
might open new opportunities to reduce errors and improve the experience of safety 
in those requiring healthcare and those providing it. These models of ‘distributive 
safety’ are likely to have different properties than the models described as Safety 1 
and Safety 2 and might be therefore be best described as models of ‘Safety 3.0’.
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Chapter 28
Empowerment: Error Management 
Through Cultural Change in Medicine

Jan S. Brommundt

Abstract This chapter illustrates that any error management system, its techniques 
and its structures need to be embedded in a broader error management culture in a 
hospital in the Netherlands. Non-innovative and overly hierarchical structures are 
incompatible with such a culture, and the empowerment of personnel traditionally 
in the lower echelons of hierarchical systems (nurses, air hostesses) is a necessary, 
efficient and cost-effective precondition and cornerstone for such a system.

Empowerment is the promise of greater responsibility and participation towards 
the individual employee. It was developed as a management concept during the 
1980s and 1990s. Its modern origins lie in American community psychology.

In accordance with the author’s background, most examples and experiences 
described are from the medical field.

Keywords Mistake · Error · Failure · Medical contexts · Empowerment

28.1  From Research to Policy: Origins of Error 
Management in Medicine

The acknowledgment of the magnitude of medical error is relatively recent. In 1999 
the Institute of Medicine published a landmark study that concluded that in the 
United States between 44,000 and 98,000 people die each year as a result of pre-
ventable medical errors (Kohn et al. 2000) (see also introduction to this book). The 
report was a meta-analysis based on various studies by a range of organisations. The 
report reconfirmed that medicine is a high consequence industry. The degree to 
which reverse outcomes in medicine can be attributed to human error was a new 
insight. For comparison, in the same year, only 17,000 died of illicit drug use 
(Mokdad et  al. 2004). Remarkably the report suggested that the knowledge to 
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 prevent these fatal errors already existed and that the challenge was to consequently 
translate this knowledge into clinical practice.

To do that, cultural change was needed within the medical community.

28.2  A Successful Example: Saving 28,000 Lives

Central venous catheters (CVCs) are lines that are essential to deliver intravenous 
drugs to severely ill patients. They are also used to draw blood samples and measure 
the central venous pressure from which doctors draw therapeutic conclusions. 
CVCs are used in most intensive care patients. Doctors advance them through the 
skin, via larger venous blood vessels in the groin or the neck towards the heart.

Unfortunately CVCs can get infected, and these infections can cause sepsis, 
multi-organ failure and death.

Peter Pronovost is a professor at the Johns Hopkins School of Medicine and 
professor of Healthcare Management at the Carey Business School. He studied 
hospital-acquired infections and concluded that adhering to a simple five-point 
checklist while inserting CVCs would significantly reduce infections (Pronovost 
et al. 2006).

 1. Wash hands with soap.
 2. Clean the patient’s skin with chlorhexidine antiseptic.
 3. Put sterile drapes over the entire patient.
 4. Wear a sterile mask, hat, gown and gloves.
 5. Put a sterile dressing over the catheter site (Pronovost’s five-point checklist).

One hundred three intensive care units (ICUs) participated in the study. By 
strictly adhering to the five-point checklist, the infection rate of CVCs was reduced 
from 2.7/1,000 patients to zero. In the first 18 months after implementation, 1500 
lives and US$ 100 million were saved.

When calculated for the entire United States, the resulting numbers were stun-
ning: CVCs cause 80,000 catheter-related bloodstream infections and 28,000 deaths 
annually. If it was possible to reproduce the results through the implementation of 
the five-point checklist, 28,000 lives would be saved every year. With costs of US$ 
45,000 per case, up to US$ 2.3 billion would be saved annually!

Nothing about the five-point checklist was extraordinary. Every healthcare 
provider would have agreed that those five points made sense and were essen-
tial when inserting CVCs. As suggested in the 1999 Institute of Medicine 
Report, the knowledge existed within the medical community. Policy was easily 
written down. The crux was to successfully implement the compliance with 
the policy.
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28.3  From Policy to Implementation: The Role 
of Empowerment

Intrinsic motivation correlates with being goal-directed and enjoying challenges 
according to Csikszentmihalyi (1990). When the challenging level of a task meets a 
person’s highest skill level, the best state of intrinsic motivation is reached.

If this is not the case and despite intellectual insight into the data, physicians 
were unlikely to feel motivated to be governed by checklists. Some might feel 
insulted that professionals with their training and wisdom need to be governed by 
checklists in a workplace that is already consumed by too much bureaucracy.

The success of the five-point checklist was based on the truly innovative step to 
empower nurses. Nurses were supposed to monitor doctors when putting in CVCs: 
did the doctors apply all rules of the checklist? Did they work perfectly sterile? Did 
they wash their hands before getting started? The nurses were empowered to speak 
up and force the doctors comply with the rules of the checklist. This was a substan-
tial cultural change within the medical community.

For Pronovost’s study, at least one doctor and one nurse per hospital had been 
assigned as team leaders for the implementation of the checklist. They had received 
special training and coaching by research stuff. Three months had been the neces-
sary time to implement the cultural change of implementing the five-point checklist 
and empower nurses.

Nurses felt intrinsically motivated with the empowerment and saw the new chal-
lenges as job enrichment and fulfilment of their core mission to take care of patients. 
It is very beneficial that nurses are well trained and deeply care about the outcome 
of their work: the health of the patient.

Leading executives needed to be on board for the implementation of checklists 
and cultural change and were easily convinced by the financial indications of the 
figures.

This development offers opportunity for research: traditionally more exciting 
types of research into new therapies and drugs have been favoured by the medical 
research establishment. But scientifically measuring if therapies are effectively 
delivered and decrease mortality can be very rewarding and brings extra motivation 
to nurses and doctors involved in the research.

Depending on country and medical traditions, giving nurses power is a real revo-
lution. Obstacles will vary depending on country and culture. But as the numbers 
show, the empowerment of nurses makes a lot of sense and saves lives!
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28.4  The Success of Checklists

Surgery is a crucial part of healthcare systems (Rose et al. 2015). The estimated 
need for surgical procedures is huge and addresses an extensive range of diseases 
such as injuries, obstructed labour, malignancy, infections and cardiovascular 
disease.

The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that 312.9 million surgical 
procedures were performed worldwide in 2012 (Weiser et al. 2016).

Looking at other high-risk industries like aeronautics and construction, Haynes 
et  al. theorised that the successful implementation of a 19-item Surgical Safety 
Checklist intended to improve team communication, and consistency of care would 
reduce complications and death associated with surgery. They studied mortality and 
complication rates in eight hospitals in eight countries of different income levels. 
3733 patients were included before and 3955 patients after the introduction of the 
Surgical Safety Checklist. The death rate decreased by 47%, the complication rate 
by 36% (Haynes et al. 2009)

In a by-now familiar pattern, the Checklist did not suggest any innovative poli-
cies or standards but rather aimed to reassure the proper, timely and consequent use 
of established treatment standards.

The success of the study made the WHO adopt and promote its use worldwide. 
The Checklist can be freely downloaded and used from the WHO website (World 
Health Organization 2019). The WHO provides teaching material and insights on 
how to implement the Checklist in a hospital. Users are encouraged to adapt the 
Checklist to the reality of their setting and to their needs, thus giving room to include 
the institutional memory built from specific conditions and errors that have occurred 
(Fig. 28.1).

The Checklist distinguishes three phases of an operation. Before induction of 
anaesthesia, it is checked that the right patient is receiving the right operation on the 
correct side of the body. As in aeronautics before takeoff, the correct function of 
needed technical gear is confirmed.

After induction of anaesthesia and before the incision by the surgeon, communi-
cation issues play the major role in the second part of the Checklist: is every team 
member known by name and function to the others? What are the expectations of 
the different disciplines (anaesthesia, surgery, nursing) for complications or specific 
concerns in this patient?

It is interesting to note that unlike in aeronautics where team members of cabin 
and cockpit have different depths of similar training backgrounds and similar cul-
tures, the operating room (OR) teams are always multidisciplinary with different 
role-specific expectations and cultures. Typically the surgeon is focused on the 
operation itself and needs to be in the moment, while the anaesthetist through his 
training is focused on potentially occurring complications in the near future and 
tries to avoid their manifestation. An example would be giving pain killers to the 
patient before the expected pain manifests in order to avoid it altogether. Thus typi-
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Fig. 28.1 The WHO surgical safety checklist. (WHO 2019)

cally (and stereotypically), the anaesthetist will be a bit more hesitant and thought-
ful, while the surgeon will have a rather goal-orientated mind-set.

It is not surprising that these different mind-sets can be the cause for disagree-
ments, negative sentiments and errors. This makes communication essential and 
relevant for the outcome of the patient! Good communication is very fruitful and 
interlinks two well-trained, differently thinking human brains for the safety of the 
patient. It is reminiscent of Daniel Kahnemans (2017) System 1 and 2, with the two 
systems talking to each other and being housed in two heads.

The last part of the Checklist is used at the end of the operation and focuses on 
technical issues: Were all sponges and instruments accounted for? Were there tech-
nical problems that need to be addressed before the next patient is operated?

Progressive hospitals have added an extra Checklist item to this phase to focus 
on meta-communication: did we communicate clearly with each other? Were there 
hints of aggression that should be addressed now?

In order to improve high-performing teams, it is essential to also address these 
communication errors. Bad feelings within the team and between different special-
ties can easily become chronic and hinder future performances. I will give an insight 
on how we address these issues in our institution.
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28.5  Error Management and Communication Tools Used 
in Our Institution

The University Medical Centre Groningen (UMCG) is associated with the University 
of Groningen. It employs 17,000 people and has close to 1400 beds. It is the tertiary 
referral hospital for the Northern Netherlands and one of the largest transplant cen-
tres in the world.

The Chest Centre at the UMCG offers the full range of invasive and noninvasive 
treatments for heart and lung diseases, for example, multiple-stage operations for 
newborns with congenital heart diseases, heart and lung transplantations or implan-
tations of electromechanical devices to assist cardiac function.

The complexity of these cases can only be handled by a well-communicating 
multidisciplinary team in which each specialty provides a unique perspective and 
activity to help the patient. Communication and managing human factors are the 
glue that allows these teams to succeed. Vis-à-vis this complexity, the area of single 
heroic doctors is gone and so should be the culture in which they thrived for 
centuries.

We have implemented a locally adapted version of the WHO Surgical Safety 
Checklist that is implemented into our electronic Patient Management System 
(PMS). As stated above, the continuous professional, friendly and efficient com-
munication is considered to be of utmost importance in our institution. We strive to 
solve communication problems and issues of negative emotions or aggression 
between team members immediately. We believe that not doing that can easily 
become chronic and endanger the safety of our patients.

Thus during the last part of the Checklist, the sign-out, each team member has 
the possibility to ask for a debriefing. If a debriefing is asked for, the elective surgi-
cal programme of this team is put on hold. After finishing the current case, the team 
comes together to talk about the miscommunication or the negative emotions. The 
debriefing is led by the surgeon and the aim is to resolve the issue. If the team does 
not achieve this, a professional mentor and team builder can be added, and the team 
will continue the debriefing within a couple of days.

We have had this construct in place for 5 years. In practice the pure possibility of 
a debriefing seems to make the major effect: people talk more thoughtful to each 
other, and the sign-out is used for quick apologies or clarifications. It is not more 
often than once per year that somebody asks for a debriefing.

There is another aspect to it that is essential: with the introduction of the debrief-
ing, we have agreed with each other that if somebody is overheard bad mouthing 
another team member in the corridors or the coffee room, he or she is supposed to 
be addressed with the question why they did not initiate a debriefing.

Either you have a concern and speak about it at the right moment and towards the 
people involved or you keep silent. It was a way to teach people to communicate 
assertively.

The implementation of these rules had very positive effects on our team climate.
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Other error management tools we use include Incident Reporting. Every team 
member at any moment has the possibility to report an incident. An incident can be 
anything that might have an influence on the outcome for the patient: perceived 
miscommunication with other parts of the hospital, unprofessional behaviour of 
somebody, technical problems or changed processes.

An incident is not reported anonymously so that clarifications can be given and a 
threshold is created to not use this tool for backstabbing in an emotional moment. 
We have a multidisciplinary incident committee in which each specialty and group 
of the OR is represented. The incident committee meets twice per month and looks 
at the reported incidents to determine if we can learn as an institution from the per-
ceived incident and improve processes or if other actions are needed. If so, a recom-
mendation is made to the responsible entity. The person that reported receives a 
written feedback within 14 days of reporting.

Another tool to improve and maintain good communication is the faculty hour. 
We reserve the first work hour of every Tuesday for communication. Different for-
mats exist. One Tuesday per month, we meet with the specialists of our department; 
on another Tuesday of the month, we meet with the multidisciplinary within the 
area in which we work. Faculty hours are normally run without agenda and are a 
place to ventilate perceived shortcomings or to share experiences and insightful 
anecdotes. It is the formalised contemporary replacement for the shared beer at the 
pub on Friday after work. While there is nothing per se wrong with the pub approach 
for exchange and communication, it is a too informal setting and does often not 
include every team member. By dedicating work time for communication, an 
employer demonstrates the importance they give to these soft skills.

After 1 year of implementing the faculty hour, we assessed its effect on our OR 
productivity and found that it had no significant negative influence. It seems that the 
positive impact it has on team performance compensates for the time needed.

In medicine some complications happen with a certain probability and frequency. 
For example, an immobile patient can develop a blood clot (thrombosis) in a blood 
vessel despite prophylaxis. Complications like that are documented in our PMS, 
and they are openly discussed in a meeting once per month. In our institution, this 
meeting happens during a faculty hour. Complication can contribute to institutional 
learning:

• If a specific complication occurs too frequently
• If it is a very rare and extraordinary complication
• If medical research has suggested a new and more efficient way to fore come this 

complication.

In all of these cases, the complication meeting will make a recommendation to 
the responsible entity – for example, suggest an increase of dose of a drug against 
thromboses.

Aeronautics has historically been at the forefront of error reporting. One tool we 
are using to increase performances of our high reliable teams and to detect com-
munication and other failures is crew resource management (CRM). Once per 
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month, one of our ORs will start with a simulated case. The simulated scenario will 
include complications of some sort. While the team takes care of the simulated 
patient and works together to get on top of the complication, they are filmed and 
observed by our specially trained CRM coaches. After the scenario is finished, the 
team comes together and debriefs. Watching parts of the recorded video can be very 
helpful and insightful.

Debriefing, incident reporting, faculty hour, complication meeting, CRM – all of 
these vehicles improve our performance, make us learn from mistakes and empower 
the individual healthcare provider.

A more serious category of error we define is a calamity. A calamity has the 
potential for compensational payments to the patient and personal consequences for 
the doctors and nurses involved. Any event that has the potential of being a calamity 
needs to be reported as such. We have an extra senior person on-call for calamities. 
Documentation and communication with the patient’s family become paramount in 
such a situation.

There are two factors that make these very complicated and often extremely sad 
situations bearable in our setting: the first one is the fact that all doctors of our insti-
tution are sufficiently insured via the hospital. In our part of the world, potential 
compensation payments to patients are adequate and not excessive. It is possible to 
maintain an open communication culture during these events.

The second factor is that after calamities, we aim to retrain the involved person-
nel rather than to just blame and fire them. Thereby we stick to a fair-blaming cul-
ture. Obviously there are limits to the possibility of forgiving and retraining, surely 
at the point where national criminal law kicks in.

But a person who has caused a calamity and has been retrained and rehabilitated 
can become a resource: a strong stakeholder and leading example into the culture of 
learning from mistakes.

28.6  The Role of Cultural Change: How to Implement

Over the last years, we have been trying to be at the front of the insights into the 
concepts of learning from failure and errors.

The essential component to make this possible is to truly change the culture of an 
institution and its people to not only implement a new error management tool but 
also to sustain the use of it. “Culture eats strategy for breakfast” is the correlating 
famous management quote attributed to Peter Drucker.

How was it possible to implement these cultural changes in our institution that 
are far from the traditional medical command and control ways of organising?

Our way was to invest time and resources in the implementation processes. To do 
this, the top management needs to be on board with the envisioned changes.

Typically a train-the-trainers approach is chosen for implementation with the 
help of an external expert. The trained trainers need to come from all disciplines of 
the workplace involved. Training own trainers increases compliance and is cost- 
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effective. Two trainers from different disciplines will group up to teach 
 multi- disciplinary teams during working hours. An implementation process 
decreases our OR productivity by 10% and takes a total of 3 months.

After 6 weeks when 50% of the group has been trained, we start using the tool. 
For example, when we introduced the sign-out procedure with the possibility of a 
debriefing, in average, 50% of the people had not been trained yet. We have good 
experience with this timing. Waiting too long can have negative effects.

As stated above, nurses are very likely to enjoy empowerment and job enrich-
ment. Doctors are the more likely professional group with some adjustment prob-
lems. Training, time and scientific insights can be helpful. Accepting that there is a 
new type of leadership style required is important. This style needs insight and 
courage and works with coaching and guiding. It is open to feedback, asks questions 
and invites answers. It communicates on eye level. Leading by example and being 
open with own mistakes are essential. Transforming personally into this type of new 
leader can be a rewarding experience.

Some people might not be ready for cultural change and stuck in old ways. At 
some point of the change process, these people might need to be let gone.

28.7  Reaching the Second Half of the Chessboard

With the achieved technical medical sophistication, focusing on nontechnical skills 
like communication and culture has become a way of improving outcomes in medi-
cine, but medicine continues to be at the forefront of technical developments.

We are at a point where technical developments happen at a breathtaking speed. 
Moore’s law implies that every 2 years or so, computing power will double 
(Encyclopaedia Britannica 2019). So far humans have mostly kept on top of this 
development. But we have reached a point that Ray Kurzweil, director of develop-
ment at Google, calls “reaching the second half of the chessboard” (Friedman 2017).

The story goes that the inventor of the game of chess was granted a wish. He 
wished for rice: one grain of rice on the first square of a chessboard, two on the 
second, four on the third and so forth. When reaching the end of the first half of the 
chessboard, the amount of rice extends to the production of some acres, but when 
reaching the 64th square, the pile of rice would expand to the size of Mount Everest – 
more than our planet produces.

Reaching the second half of the chessboard technologically will transform our 
society and the way we work and interact. It will have a huge impact on medicine, 
on our culture and on how we deal with errors. Eric Topol (2019) believes that 
patients will be empowered through technology to run many tests at home, have a 
better understanding of their disease and meet doctors on eye level. Doctors will 
gain lots of time and will be able to use it for being with their patients: to treat them 
more individually and more empathically.

That is a very positive vision, and it is up to the society and the medical com-
munity to work towards it. It will be paramount to empower the patient and not the 
technology.
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Chapter 29
Humorous Handling of Mistakes: 
A Personality or Culture-Specific Trait 
to Combat Adverse Health Effects?

Florian Fischer, Franziska Carow, and Hannah Eger

Abstract Mistakes, errors and failures offer opportunities for further development, 
as long as you talk about and work with them. However, there are fears of making 
mistakes, because a mistake or failure is seen as a threat to self-esteem in 
individualistic- oriented societies. Consequently, there are more and more discus-
sions about the topic of error culture in society. An open error culture contributes to 
safety and to health: Mistakes are no longer concealed but conceived and used as 
learning opportunities. In this context, the handling of errors is of interest, because 
people from different cultures and within a culture react very differently towards 
negative experiences. The handling of errors is particularly dependent on individual 
personality traits. It has been shown in positive psychology that the interpretation of 
negative events is a key to adequate information processing. This is relevant for 
making suitable judgements based on the mistakes and, simultaneously, for protect-
ing self-esteem.

This contribution will focus, on a theoretical level, on the effects a humorous 
handling of errors has in relation to health. This is based on the hypothesis that 
humour, as a personality trait, is a health-promoting resource. The article will take 
the perspective of public health, a genuinely interdisciplinary field of research and 
application, to illustrate the relationship between humorous handling of mistakes 
and health and well-being.
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29.1  Introduction

We all make mistakes and we do so regularly. Mistakes and errors may occur in 
everyday life and in every setting in which we are living or working. Some errors 
are small, some are bigger or might even be crucial, but the appraisal of these mis-
takes depends on various factors. However, individual appraisal of these errors and 
mistakes may lead to negative emotions and stress (King and Beehr 2017). This is 
where public health comes into play: As one source of stress, these appraisals are 
related to ill health (Rybowiak et al. 1999; WHO 2018). Stress has effects on the 
development and progression of cardiovascular disease (Kivimäki and Steptoe 
2017). Additionally, the excess risk of stress on various cancer entities has been 
debated in the scientific community (Coyne et al. 2010; Nielsen et al. 2007; Sawada 
et al. 2016). However, the most profound adverse effects of stress have been found 
relating to mental health. Depression and stress, for example, are highly associated 
(Plieger et al. 2015). Additionally, psychological, behavioural and biological factors 
impacting on mood and the sense of well-being are related to stress (Schneiderman 
et al. 2005). These effects seem to have already started in childhood (Toussaint et al. 
2016). Furthermore, these results also have a cultural component due to differences 
in the stress appraisal and mental health-related symptoms. According to the con-
cept of cultural consonance, individuals approximate the prototypes for belief and 
behaviour encoded in shared cultural models (Balieiro et al. 2011). Cultural conso-
nance is related to concepts such as “status inconsistency” that identify contradic-
tions in social life and the stresses associated with those incongruities. It identifies 
the contradictions that can arise between shared cultural models and individual 
attempts to apply those models in their own lives (Dressler 2004). It has been shown 
that higher cultural consonance in the cultural domains of lifestyle and social sup-
port was associated with lower psychological distress (Dressler 2012; Dressler 
et al. 2007).

Due to increasing disease burden related to psychological disorders, such as 
depression (WHO 2018), within the last few decades, research has started focusing 
on examining the potential causes of mental disorders, the coping strategies of 
healthy and non-healthy individuals and the potential therapy approaches.

But what has humour got to do with it? Firstly, humour functions as a distraction 
by interrupting the chain of thought that results in stress. Secondly, effective humour 
also results in laughter, which is a physical release of tension. Thirdly, humour shifts 
the focus of attention away from oneself. Fourthly, humour often helps people to 
recognize that however bad their situation might be, there is always a way to form it 
into positive emotions or, at least, in a way, to cope with it. This contribution intro-
duces the use of humour as a coping strategy in the handling of errors, mistakes and 
failures and, thereby, relieving of stress. The main questions are: Is using humour a 
health-promoting factor related to the handling of mistakes, for whom and what 
kind of humour? But before we think about this, we need to know how far people 
use humour as a coping strategy to understand how a humorous handling of mis-
takes may influence our daily life.

F. Fischer et al.



549

29.2  Mistakes, Emotions and Stress

When trying to define mistakes and errors, one can find many different meanings in 
different languages and different cultures. Mistakes and errors generally refer to 
something which was done incorrectly or improperly. More precisely, mistakes can 
be understood as the most general term used in everyday situations, whereas error is 
more suitable for formal contexts. In addition, the term “error” might even be con-
sidered as more severe than a “mistake”. Within this contribution, “mistakes” are 
thought of as accidental happenings, while “errors” are made due to a lack of knowl-
edge, for example, not knowing the fitting answer to a question or the way of per-
forming adequately. A “failure” is simply defined as a lack of success, which might 
even be due to the neglect or omission of an expected or required action (Oxford 
Dictionary 2014).

29.2.1  Mistakes and Errors in Daily Life

The connotation of the terms is predominantly negative in many cultures. We learn 
to avoid mistakes and errors from early childhood, simply because we learn it is 
wrong to make them. We often even fear making mistakes and errors, especially in 
groups and interpersonal contact, as we are consequently “punished” with bad 
grades and humiliation. We feel the need to “perform correctly” in many situations 
and, by doing so, fulfil our own and other people’s expectations. There are cultural 
differences in error orientation, because culture influences what individuals learn 
across different aspects of socialization (Zotzmann et al. 2019).

Frese and Keith (2015) claim that every error may affect social relationships. 
Depending on the level of failure perceived and the people surrounding us, expecta-
tions can lead to pressure and often end as an assault on self-esteem and, therefore, 
in an even less correct performance and insecurity.

The educational scientist Weingardt (2014) states that the opposite should be the 
case: If you stop making mistakes, you will stop learning. He suggests that in math-
ematics, for example, the Scandinavian way of learning – encouraging pupils and 
students to make mistakes and errors and discussing them openly – is decisive for 
adult life as an exploring way of learning.

Additionally, he claims that there are many different types of mistakes which 
need further distinction (Weingardt 2014). One would expect that the judgement of 
mistakes would consider these variations. However, the result of making either a 
major or minor mistake is the same in German, American and other Western societ-
ies and error cultures: You are wrong, and you fail. You can fail a bit, more than a bit 
or very much – but you fail.

Error culture is also highly relevant at the workplace. Mistakes cannot be avoided, 
particularly due to the rising complexity of work. A workplace culture of learning 
from mistakes may allow for effective learning experiences (Harteis et al. 2008). 
There is a lack of discussion and acceptance in several cultures, societies and many 
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organizations when it comes to mistakes and failures. This prohibits learning from 
those mistakes. Instead, failures are actually neglected, or mistakes are manipulated 
in the hope of being forgotten and never noticed. Aspiring towards perfection, linked 
with the fear of making mistakes, not only hinders daring and taking risks to prog-
ress but also puts pressure on individuals. Instead, error orientation has the potential 
to act as an enhancer of learning which may lead to better performances in the future 
(Dormann and Frese 1994). Error competence and learning from errors are related 
to self-efficacy as well as plan and action orientation. In addition, error strain is 
related to ill health, as it is negatively correlated with self-efficacy and self-esteem 
but positively associated with control rejection, psychosomatic complaints, depres-
sion and negative affectivity (Rybowiak et al. 1999).

Error orientation is also dependent on cultural values: Current research suggests 
that people scoring high in “collectivism” have a significantly higher score on error 
orientation than participants scoring high in “power distance” (Zotzmann et  al. 
2019). Collectivism is defined as the “principle of giving a group priority over each 
individual in it” (Oxford Dictionary 2014). We find collectivism typically in Asian 
and eastern countries. Power distance means the extent to which the lower-ranking 
individuals of a society accept and expect that power is distributed unequally, which 
we, for example, find in America or Germany. A possible explanation for this phe-
nomenon might be a higher “common sense” in societies living collectivistic. 
Further research is necessary to find out about the exact reasons.

Apart from that also masculinity plays a role. Societies with “masculine” orien-
tation (e.g. America) scored significantly lower in error orientation. The reason 
might be that being masculine also means being strong and making mistakes and 
errors is considered “weak”. Apart from these cultural aspects, error orientation is 
related to personality traits. Although positively related to both personality and cul-
ture, error orientation cannot be explained entirely yet (Zotzmann et al. 2019).

The handling of errors is of interest, particularly, because people from different 
cultures and within a culture react very differently towards negative experiences. 
What we do know so far is that an open error culture contributes to safety and suc-
cess, because mistakes are no longer concealed but conceived and can be used as 
learning opportunities. This has been shown in the setting of the school (Wuttke and 
Seifried 2012) and in the capital markets (AFM 2017). Errors and mistakes may 
even be conducive, as empirical research has shown that making errors is more 
helpful for learning than error avoidance and detailed guidance, especially in diffi-
cult tasks (Frese and Keith 2015).

29.2.2  A Closer Look: The Connection of Mistakes 
and Emotions

Everyone makes mistakes in daily life from time to time. However, the degree of 
appraisal can vary depending on the extent to which people undergo negative expe-
riences while making mistakes. If you are being laughed at, for example, for some-
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thing you apparently did wrong, you will assess it in a different way than you would 
have done if you had received encouraging feedback. Knowing you will be dis-
missed can make you work harder, on the one hand, or make you react aggressively 
or feel sad, on the other hand. Making a mistake in the company of family members 
might be different than making the same mistake when your superior is around, 
especially when you fear them. Putting it on the record, these examples show that 
emotional appraisal differs from situation to situation and mistake to mistake but 
also from culture to culture. However, the more emotionally an individual reacts, 
the stronger the appraisal and learning effect is (Frese and Keith 2015). The appraisal 
is negative when you feel uncomfortable or the mistake/error you have made is dealt 
with in a way that makes you feel uncomfortable. Consequently, negative appraisals 
can lead to distress and, thus, have an influence on our future mistake and error 
behaviour and, as a result, on our overall behaviour (Reif et al. 2018).

Being judged a failure, a mistake might be accompanied by a variety of emotions 
and uncomfortable feelings, such as embarrassment, anxiety, anger or sadness. 
People are likely to do anything they can to escape feeling emotional discomfort, 
but the question is: Which kind of actions should be taken? An oversimplification of 
potential responses towards a mistake may distinguish between the two most famil-
iar actions:

• Accepting the responsibility – fully or at least partly – for the mistake.
• Pushing back against the facts and denying either the mistake itself or one’s 

own action.

The reasons for choosing either to accept or deny the mistake are related to psy-
chological characteristics, such as self-esteem, and cultural background. As admit-
ting one is wrong is unpleasant, it takes a certain amount of emotional strength and 
courage to deal with the situation.

29.2.3  Effects of Humour on Emotions and Stress

As humour is effective in reducing afflicting or unpleasant feelings, it might be 
conducive in the appraisal of mistakes and coping with failures. Humour is more 
than just laughter, because humour can be understood as a quite broad and multifac-
eted psychological phenomenon that encompasses several components, such as 
cognitive, emotional and interpersonal aspects (Martin 2016). Finding something to 
laugh at supports the feeling of being more in control. Humour provides an 
 opportunity for individuals to shift perspective regarding a stressful situation, which 
might be caused by a mistake, and to reappraise it from a new and less threatening 
point of view (Dixon 1980). Rim (1988) pointed to the fact that the stress-buffering 
effects of humour can be seen either in a mode of “minimization”, for example, 
looking on the bright side of things, or “reversal”, for example, trying to find some-
thing funny in a distressing situation. This indicates that humour offers the benefit 
of coping with unpleasant experiences as it appears as a buffer for an individual 
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against the adverse effects of stress (Abel 1998; Labott et al. 1990). This positive 
effect may be explained by the role of humour in the cognitive appraisal of stressful 
situations and its function as a coping strategy in general (Abel 2002). For that rea-
son, it was claimed more than two decades ago that more research about the effects 
of humour on cognitive appraisals was needed (Kuiper et al. 1995; Lefcourt and 
Thomas 1998).

The current evidence indicates that humour produces a cognitive-affective shift 
or a restructuring of the situation, leading to a concomitant release of emotion 
(Dixon 1980; Martin et al. 1993) associated with the appraisal of mistakes and feel-
ing of having failed. This cognitive-affective shift is related to the transactional 
model of stress, which illustrates that stress depends upon a person’s cognitive 
appraisal of events and circumstances and the ability to cope (Lazarus and Folkman 
1984). Two different coping mechanisms using humour can be distinguished: (1) 
the emotion-based coping strategy, applying a defensive measure by reducing nega-
tive emotional reactions due to humour, and (2) the problem-focused coping, using 
humour to alter the stressful situation itself (Lefcourt et al. 1997).

The particular relevance related to mistakes can be seen in the fact that an 
increased sense of humour supports a more positive and growth-oriented handling 
of these challenging situations and circumstances. This enables the process of con-
stant learning from mistakes, as it also increases the likelihood of conscious efforts 
at seeking alternative perspectives to problems (Kuiper et al. 1995).

29.3  Coping Associated with Humour

The way one deals with mistakes is highly important for health and well-being. The 
concept of salutogenesis, first introduced by Aaron Antonovsky (1979), although 
not explicitly focused on the handling of mistakes, contains a theoretical foundation 
for factors supporting human health and well-being – in contrast to the perspective 
of pathogenesis, which emphasizes those factors causing a disease. Within this the-
ory, the dichotomous view on health vs. illness is rejected. Instead, Antonovsky 
(1979) describes the relationship between health and illness as a continuous variable.

The so-called continuum of health describes three components that influence 
one’s behaviour while dealing with a situation: comprehensibility, manageability 
and meaningfulness. Altogether, this coping mechanism is called “sense of coher-
ence”. The understanding of a problem, a “way out” and the answer to the question 
whether life makes sense to an individual define how he or she can handle a  situation 
and how ill he or she feels (Antonovsky 1979). His theoretical approach has 
remained applicable until today and shows major effects, as it enables both indi-
viduals and societies to deal with problems (Eriksson and Lindström 2007) and as 
the appraisal of individual life situations plays a major role in the subjective feeling 
of health. However, the relationship between salutogenesis and humour has not 
been explicitly researched until now.
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In the context of the handling of mistakes, it can be summarized that the appraisal 
of a mistake is related to coping strategies, which are dependent on different com-
ponents. For example, cross-cultural differences of coping have been observed, 
although research on coping has been conducted predominantly in individualistic 
(Western) cultures and rarely in collectivistic cultures. Therefore, our understanding 
of coping is based mainly on Western views and concepts (See and Essau 2010). 
However, coping style is affected not only by the individual’s appraisal of the situ-
ation he or she is faced with but also by the resources available, the use of which 
may be approved of or prohibited by cultural values and norms (Lazarus and 
Folkman 1984). In addition, cultures may differ with respect to environmental 
demands, political and economic systems, social structure, resources and cultural 
norms, which may influence coping patterns (See and Essau 2010). For that reason, 
cultural issues determine whether more problem- or emotion-focused strategies are 
chosen. This also applies to the tendency of using either primary control (attempts 
to influence objective conditions) or secondary control (attempts to adjust oneself to 
objective conditions) in coping (Essau 1992; Haynes et al. 2009).

The coping strategies, in turn, affect the subjective health status. As humour (as 
a personality trait) may impact on the appraisal of a mistake or act as an independent 
variable impacting on the coping strategy, direct and indirect effects of humour in 
the context of the handling of mistakes can be assumed. However, the appraisal of 
and coping with a potentially stressful situation, which may be caused by a mistake, 
is dependent on further personality traits. Furthermore, it also needs to be men-
tioned that several personality traits themselves are predictors of humour 
(Mendiburo-Seguel et al. 2015). For that reason, humorous coping (of mistakes) is 
dependent on cultural issues and personality traits.

29.3.1  Humour and Culture

Although humour is a universal human experience, people of different societies and 
with different cultural backgrounds perceive and use humour differently (Martin 
2007). Humour can, of course, be used gently or aggressively and for good or ill. In 
Western countries, fun, humour and nonsense are perceived as being more benevo-
lent (“laughing with”) than satire, cynicism, sarcasm and irony, which carry con-
notations of bad-humoured “laughing at” (Beermann and Ruch 2009). The 
distinction between good and bad types of humour is also found in other cultures, 
but attitudes and tastes in humour differ, depending on circumstances (such as the 
political, social and cultural environment) and personal preferences (Davis 2013).

Each society and culture has found a different pattern of response to the prob-
lems of social life and, therefore, also specific ways of use and perception of humour 
(Yue et  al. 2016). Research has shown that basic tendencies to deal with central 
issues of social life are stable across the generations in societies due to socialization 
(Hofstede 2005). Alharthi (2016) argues that we share the same concept of what 
humour is and how we respond to it. However, despite the recognition of this phe-
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nomenon, each society and culture have unique techniques for making jokes and 
provoking laughter which, in many instances, distinguish them from other societies 
and cultural backgrounds. As human beings, we may find the same topics humor-
ous, but we still have something exclusive and special when utilizing these topics in 
our daily interactions and something that reflects our own lifestyle, beliefs and tra-
ditions (Alharthi 2016).

Socialization is a process through which a culture’s rules are learned but also 
through which personality is developed. For that reason, the way how humour is 
used is related to cultural issues and personality traits.

29.3.2  Humour Embedded in Personality Traits

Sense of coherence, the core of the salutogenic model, is related to several further 
personality traits and is highly relevant in terms of coping (Kase et  al. 2018). 
Evidence suggests that the sense of coherence and self-esteem are highly correlated 
(Moksnes and Lazarewicz 2016), as it is the case for the relationship between sense 
of coherence and self-efficacy (Trap et al. 2016). Self-esteem is a term used in psy-
chology to describe a person’s overall sense of self-worth or personal value. It is 
often seen as a personality trait and, therefore, tends to be stable and enduring. Self- 
esteem can involve a variety of beliefs about oneself, such as the appraisal of one’s 
own appearance, beliefs, emotions and behaviours. It is an important factor for 
motivation, as Abraham Maslow (1943) described in his hierarchy of needs, which 
depicts self-esteem as one of the basic human motivations. Low self-esteem may 
hold one back from succeeding, because people do not believe that they are capable 
of success. By contrast, having a healthy self-esteem can help one to navigate life 
with a positive, assertive attitude, and it strengthens the belief that one can accom-
plish one’s own goals. Therefore, self-esteem can lead to individual growth as a 
person and achieving self-actualization (Maslow 1943).

Self-efficacy is understood as the belief in one’s own abilities, specifically the 
ability to meet the challenges ahead and complete a task successfully (Maddux 
2009). While self-esteem is focused more on “being” (e.g. feeling that you are per-
fectly acceptable as you are), self-efficacy is more focused on “doing” (e.g. feeling 
that you are up to a challenge). Although both stand as separate constructs, they are 
highly interlinked.

Personality psychology also deals with styles of humour. In this regard, humour 
can be understood as a personality trait, because people of all ages and backgrounds 
engage in humour, but the style of humour can vary greatly. Although small 
 variations in styles of humour depending on the situation are possible, they tend to 
be relatively stable personality characteristics among individuals (Ruch 1998). 
Martin et al. (2003) distinguished between four types of humour:

• Affiliative humour: enhancing one’s relationships with others in a benevolent, 
positive manner
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• Self-enhancing humour: having a good-natured attitude towards life and the abil-
ity to laugh at yourself, your circumstances and the idiosyncrasies of life in a 
constructive, non-detrimental manner

• Aggressive humour: use of sarcasm, teasing, criticism and other types of humour 
at the expense of others in a potentially detrimental manner

• Self-defeating humour: use of potentially detrimental humour towards the self in 
order to gain approval from others

More recent research distinguishes between nine styles to assess individual dif-
ferences in humour more accurately. Heintz and Ruch (2019) provided empirical 
evidence on these nine styles, which are based on the four types of humour described 
by Martin et al. (2003) and further comic styles (Ruch and Heintz 2016), in some 
cases with overlaps: fun/affiliative, benevolent/self-enhancing, sarcasm/aggressive, 
nonsense, wit, irony, satire, cynicism and self-defeating (Heintz and Ruch 2019).

29.3.3  Humour and Coping: Empirical Evidence

Humour, as such, can lead to resilience, which is understood as the ability of humans 
to spring back from stressors in the environment. By not taking oneself too seri-
ously, one is able to let go of excessively perfectionistic expectations, while remain-
ing motivated to achieve realistic goals. For that reason, humour can enable us to 
encounter stress, which may be provoked by errors or mistakes, and to return to 
previous levels of functioning (Lefcourt and Thomas 1998). The positive styles of 
humour (affiliative and self-enhancing) are positively associated with error compe-
tence, learning from errors, error risk-taking and error communication, whereas 
negative styles of humour (aggressive and self-defeating) are associated with error 
strain, error anticipation and the covering up of errors (Csonka and Scheel 2012).

This emphasizes the relationship between humour, personality and handling of 
mistakes. But how can humour be used for coping? The example of the “7 Humour 
Habits Program” (7HHP) developed by McGhee (2010) may provide a first expla-
nation. The effectiveness of this program related to boosting sense of humour, 
improvements in daily mood, optimism and the ability to cope with stress is widely 
accepted (Goldstein and Ruch 2018). The 7HHP itself consists of seven core habits 
(McGhee 2010):

• Surround yourself with humour.
• Cultivate a playful attitude.
• Laugh more often.
• Create your own verbal humour.
• Look for humour in daily life.
• Laugh at yourself.
• Find humour in the midst of stress.
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All these habits are either directly or indirectly related to coping strategies which 
may be used to deal with mistakes and failures in everyday life. Beneficial effects of 
coping have been described, with better outcomes among people with active coping 
(engagement), such as active confrontation seeking social support, reassuring 
thoughts and expressing emotions, in contrast to avoidance behaviour (disengage-
ment), characterized by passive reaction patterns (Dijkstra and Homan 2016).

It has been shown that the selection of coping strategies is not only dependent on 
cultural issues but also on personality, although several further factors seem to be 
more influential on coping. The most widespread instrument used to assess person-
ality traits in psychology is the Big Five taxonomy (John et al. 2010). According to 
this taxonomy, one can distinguish between five broad dimensions describing the 
human personality:

• Openness to experience: inventive/curious vs. consistent/cautious.
• Conscientiousness: efficient/organized vs. easy-going/careless.
• Extraversion: outgoing/energetic vs. solitary/reserved.
• Agreeableness: friendly/compassionate vs. challenging/detached.
• Neuroticism: sensitive/nervous vs. secure/confident.

A meta-analysis tested moderators of the relationships between the Big Five per-
sonality traits and coping using 2653 effect sizes drawn from 165 samples and 
33,094 participants. According to these results, extraversion, openness to experi-
ence, conscientiousness and agreeableness are positively associated with problem- 
solving coping, whereas neuroticism is associated with disengagement, withdrawal 
and negative emotion focus (Connor-Smith and Flachsbart 2007). This has been 
confirmed by a study which indicated that problem-solving (e.g. feedback) and cog-
nitive restructuring (particularly humour) were related to higher levels of extraver-
sion, conscientiousness and openness to experience. Withdrawal and negative 
emotion focus as coping styles were related to higher levels of neuroticism and 
lower levels of agreeableness (Geisler et al. 2009).

In the context of coping with daily failures, it has been shown that a positive 
reframing supports the achievement of a higher level of satisfaction. In this regard, 
humour, as a strategy of positive reframing, showed positive effects on satisfaction 
and managing stress effectively (Stoeber and Janssen 2011). Humour-oriented indi-
viduals have shown greater coping efficacy, which led to increased reports of life 
satisfaction (Wanzer et al. 2009). A study on the role of coping humour among older 
adults indicated that coping humour is significantly associated with social support 
and self-efficacy (Marziali et al. 2008). By contrast, a study conducted among older 
adults residing in assisted living facilities found no clear results of humour as a 
means of coping, although humour coping was positively related with the health 
status, particularly emotional health (Celso et al. 2003).

Therefore, one might expect a complex interwoven relationship between humour, 
coping strategies related to errors and health outcomes. A study by Deaner and 
McConatha (1993), for example, focussing on the relationship between depression 

F. Fischer et al.



557

and humour showed that individuals who scored lower on the depression inventory 
tended to score higher on the Coping Humour Scale, which measures the degree to 
which respondents make use of humour in coping with stress in their lives on a 
7-item scale (Martin and Lefcourt 1983). In addition, individuals who scored higher 
on extraversion also scored higher on the humour scales, whereas individuals who 
scored higher on introversion scored higher on the depression scale. Emotional sta-
bility was significantly associated with higher scores on the sense of humour scale, 
which means that individuals who were less dependent were more likely to use 
humour as a coping mechanism (Deaner and McConatha 1993).

29.3.4  Humour and Positive Psychology

Humour may not only be a mean of coping but can also be understood as a resource – 
taking the perspective of health promotion. This is related to the ideas of positive 
psychology, which began as a new domain of psychology, studying what makes life 
most worth living. Positive psychology interventions have also been linked to the 
education sector (White 2016), which is of relevance in the context of learning from 
errors. Related to health outcomes, an intervention follow-up study (2374 partici-
pants before the intervention and 622 participants at the last follow-up after 6 
months) aimed to investigate how far 9 different interventions from positive psy-
chology can influence happiness and depressive symptoms. One of the interventions 
was called “Three funny things”. In this intervention, participants were instructed to 
write down the three funniest things they had experienced or done. In addition, they 
should write down an explanation why those things happened to them on every day 
for 1 week. This intervention is a slight variation of “Three good things”, where 
participants were asked to do the same, but with a focus on good instead of funny 
things. Small to medium effect sizes were observed, although the “Three good 
things” did not show a significant effect regarding an increase in happiness and a 
decrease in depressive symptoms in comparison with the baseline for all observa-
tion periods as it was for the “Three funny things” (Gander et al. 2013). This illus-
trates the relevance of humour as a mechanism to promote well-being.

A placebo-controlled online intervention study with a follow-up (n = 632) indi-
cates that all five 1-week interventions using humour-enhanced happiness for 3 even 
up to 6 months (i.e. Three funny things, Applying Humour and Counting funny 
things) showed only short-term effects on depression (Wellenzohn et al. 2016). It 
has been observed that increases in sense of humour during and after the interven-
tion were associated with the interventions’ effectiveness. The humour-based inter-
ventions were equally suited for humorous and non-humorous people (Wellenzohn 
et al. 2018). Furthermore, it has been shown that extraversion plays a role in the 
effectiveness of a humour-based positive psychology intervention, as it was robustly 
positively correlated with happiness and negatively correlated with depression 
(Wellenzohn et al. 2016, 2018).
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29.4  Conclusion

There is evidence about the positive effects of humour on both coping and positive 
health outcomes. However, until now, there has been no research available investi-
gating the relationship between humour and dealing with errors and the resulting 
health consequences. The modes of action of both cultural factors and personality 
traits on use and perception of humour need further investigation in the future. 
Within this contribution, we have tried to shed some light on this issue. As humour 
can regulate emotions, it may also be supportive in dealing with critical situations 
which may occur due to mistakes and failures. Personality traits and coping strate-
gies, which may both be linked with humour, can play an important role in error 
management, because cultural values, psychological appraisals and coping pro-
cesses are essential in determining whether or not a potentially stressful life experi-
ence results in adverse health outcomes. Humour, as such, can, therefore, be used 
as a resource which promotes the appraisal and handling of mistakes as well as 
coping with stressful events. However, one might expect heterogeneity of effects 
related to personality traits and cultural factors which need further emphasis in 
future research.
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Chapter 30
Mistakes, Errors and Failures: Their 
Hidden Potential in Cultural Contexts – 
The Power of a Professional Culture

Jaco van der Westhuizen, Matita Tshabalala, and Karel Stanz

Abstract Improvement of aviation safety systems by learning from errors depends 
heavily on whether, how well and how frequently adverse events are reported. 
Most such events emanate from multiple systemic failures, the final failure of which 
often comes back to human operators. This chapter focusses on the perceptions of 
air traffic controllers in a local Air Navigation Service Provider in South Africa as 
an example of such human operators.

Human failure, also called human error, may even be criminalized after an 
aircraft accident, or perceptions of failure may be skewed through inappropriate 
measures of a safety system’s performance. However, capturing human errors by 
means of an effective reporting system can reveal the vulnerabilities of the system 
and help managers/staff to prepare better for the next adverse event through train-
ing, learning and/or system improvements. The International Civil Aviation 
Organization recognizes this potential benefit and has published a recommended 
practice, a “Just Culture”, to promote error reporting.

This chapter reports that in a local Air Navigation Service Provider in South 
Africa’s multi-cultural arena, the professional culture of air traffic controllers 
trumped regional, local ethnic and organizational cultures when it came to error 
reporting for the sake of safety. The authors applied a culture lens to existing data 
from a qualitative study on error reporting as a social construct and found that 
learning does not occur in isolation or purely because an error is reported. Error 
reporting depends largely on how an industry publicly reacts to human error and 
how well organizations frame error as learning opportunities. We also show that a 
safety management system (SMS) needs to develop its knowledge management 
capability to transform error reports into learning opportunities and material at an 
individual, team and organizational (system) level.
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30.1  Introduction

In the aviation industry, the safety system has to rely heavily on the reporting of 
adverse events in order to counter system failure and learn from adverse events. 
Frequently such events emanate from multiple systemic failures, the final one of 
which is often an error by frontline operators (Fairbanks et al. 2014), for example, 
air traffic controllers, who were studied in the research reported in this chapter.

Internationally, the aviation industry, and notably the International Civil Aviation 
Organization (ICAO), has invested years of remarkable work in unifying and 
guiding the aviation industry across the globe towards establishing international 
standards and recommended practices to achieve better management of aviation 
safety. This concerted effort has led ICAO to realize that in most cultures, error is 
not accepted. Many societies turn to litigation when there is human error that has 
escalated into an accident, attempting to prove negligence by a single individual, 
instead of recognizing the fallibility of human stakeholders in the system (Solomon 
and Relles 2011). In other words, when there is an error, the public response is 
to litigate, and there is a widespread expectation that errors can and should be 
punished. The punishment usually takes the form of a monetary penalty or even a 
jail sentence (Dekker 2009).

In safety-critical industries (e.g. aviation, medicine or nuclear energy generation), 
adherence to rules and procedures is vital. There is a place for rules and regulations, 
but the complexity of the system at large in such industries is too great to allow strict 
adherence to the kind of rules that were prevalent in the early industrial era to ensure 
a required level of consistency in production. According to Hollnagel (2009), if a 
system is underspecified, situations will arise for which it is impossible to pro-
vide a detailed description of tasks and activities. In such situations, adjustments or 
compromises must be made; in other words, performance must be variable.

Definitions of what constitutes an “error” continue to be based on the premise 
that rules or regulations are incorrectly applied or executed, especially in an indus-
try that is considered highly regulated. Errors are thus defined as deviations that are 
competence based and occur as a result of a lack of knowledge (Nassaji 2018). 
Mistakes, by contrast, are performance related and may occur even though a learner 
has the knowledge (Nassaji 2018). From a system safety perspective, it is important 
to report and learn from both errors and mistakes.

It is therefore a matter for concern that general intolerance of error discourages 
responsible error reporting (the reporting of adverse critical events). To address this 
disincentive to reporting, ICAO requires states and organizations to establish a “Just 
Culture” where operators are protected from disciplinary action and, in rare cases, 
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even litigation, when they voluntarily report an incident – usually caused by their 
own mistake or error (ICAO 2016). The aviation industry, through the International 
Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO), has prescribed the notion of a “Just Culture” 
where managers and staff can report human mistakes, human and system errors and 
system failures into a safety management system with the promise of amnesty, pro-
vided that gross negligence or sabotage is not present (ICAO 2016). Reason (1997) 
defines a “Just Culture” as an atmosphere of trust in which people are encouraged 
for providing essential safety-related information but in which they are also clear 
about where the line must be drawn between acceptable and unacceptable behav-
iour. When adverse events are reported in such a “Just Culture” safety management 
system, it allows for a window onto the vulnerabilities of the system (Staender 
2011) that enables managers and staff to prepare better for future adverse events 
through training, learning and/or system improvements.

The qualitative study discussed in this chapter examined the error reporting 
behaviour of frontline operators (air traffic controllers) and managerial staff across 
organizational levels dedicated to dealing with such reports in an Air Navigation 
Service Provider (ANSP) in the multi-cultural arena of South Africa with its 11 
official languages and diverse cultures. This ANSP had a Just Culture defined in its 
SMS, although the definition was not actively promoted and implemented at the 
time of the study. The study found that the professional culture of air traffic con-
trollers was stronger than national, regional and ethnic cultures when it came to 
self- reporting for the sake of safety. We discovered that local subcultures of a spe-
cific airport were stronger than the corporate culture. These subcultures differed 
from airport to airport and were considered effective by the local frontline opera-
tors in most cases, although the question whether locally based subcultures should 
be embraced for their uniqueness or rather opposed to fit into a corporate culture 
mould is posed. According to complexity theory of Cilliers (1998), these sub-cul-
tures should be embraced instead of opposed. We found that the criteria set for 
assessing the performance of the system can have unintended effects on how oper-
ational staff define, report and investigate their errors. Lastly, the hidden potential 
of learning in a cultural context was embedded in the local learning rituals, where 
groups of professionals created their own practices of meaning creation through 
group engagement.

In this chapter, the Oxford Dictionary’s definition of a subculture is applied as it 
refers to a cultural group within a larger culture, often having beliefs or interests at 
variance with those of the larger culture. Defining a professional culture, or what 
Schein (2004) refers to as an occupational culture, seems more allusive. Therefore, 
a working definition was crafted from observations offered by Schein (2004). A 
professional culture in this chapter is thus a culture that has strong assumptions 
about quality of work that is based on an experience base of what is safe and what 
is not. In addition, a professional culture has strong norms and values about guard-
ing the profession that, in turn, often overrides new requirements imposed by an 
organization or industry.

30 Mistakes, Errors and Failures: Their Hidden Potential in Cultural Contexts …
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30.2  Identifying a Local Professional Culture

In a prior study, as reported by van der Westhuizen and Stanz (2017), in 2015 to 
2016, van der Westhuizen conducted purposive sampled interviews and random 
sampled focus groups with air traffic controllers, line managers, middle-level 
managers and executive managers at 7 of the 20 airports served by a South African 
Air Navigation Service Provider (ANSP) in order to explore the social construction 
of reporting across organizational levels. The aim of this prior study was to gain a 
better understanding of behaviour associated with the underreporting of safety-
related errors and incidents. Data were initially coded and then analysed by means 
of thematic analysis, using Atlas.ti to identify themes within each data group, 
namely, operational staff, operational staff exposed to investigations of their errors, 
line managers as recipients of these reports and senior-level managers as strategic 
managers of safety.

For the purposes of this chapter, the authors of this chapter have re-examined the 
data from these interviews and focus group sessions by delving into the transcript 
text and recoding the data of the prior study with a culture lens by means of inter- 
researcher consensus. We combed the data for differences and similarities that 
may be informed by any cultural phenomenon or local custom of refraining from 
speaking up about safety matters or respecting elders or seniors when observing 
safety risks. This included an active reconsideration of the demographics of the 
focus groups and interviews as depicted in Table 30.1. We found a prominent theme 
that suggested that the professional culture of safety in this particular aviation 
domain was stronger than the national, regional and local ethnic cultures. In fact, the 
local safety culture – a culture of safety (see Sect. 3) – was found to have a stronger 
influence over reporting behaviour than the expected corporate culture. Local 
subcultures and the professional culture incessantly dictated responses from 
Xhosa-, Zulu-, Ndebele-, Sotho-, Afrikaans- and English-speaking respondents in 
the following ways:

I don’t know about in the whole of [the ANSP] but certainly here, it’s pretty good, I mean 
people are supportive of each other and there’s no finger pointing or …the culture’s pretty 
good that we’re all supportive and understanding to each other.

…it’s the, let’s call it the voluntary ones [error reports], the ones that the Policies and 
Procedures don’t specifically say I have to report, those ones will now depend on our cul-
ture here rather than the policies and procedures on whether they will report on them

…next time around I will not file what has happened, because of the reaction or the 
results I'm getting back after filing the incident.

These responses may be considered remarkable, given that South Africa is noted 
for its multiple cultures, languages and history of racial and cultural difference. This 
finding offers hope for enhanced safety outcomes, provided that, as complexity 
theory teaches (see Cilliers 1998), the ANSP embraces local subcultures instead of 
enforcing a corporate mould onto a complex system.

At a local subculture level, represented by each of the seven specific airports’ air 
traffic control staff, it emerged from the air traffic controllers’ and line managers’ 
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responses that the reporting of error appeared very different from the way it was 
portrayed at a corporate level by senior managers. Local cultures varied. In some 
instances, dominant senior peers dictated group decisions regarding the reporting 
of human error, whether these were their own errors or those of junior controllers. 
The corporate culture of the organization held a fallibility view that allowed local 
cohesiveness. At one airport, operators felt that they could discuss the extent of an 
incident and the necessity to report such an error or what impact this incident will 
have on the individual/team. In other words, the team would caucus and decide 
whether an error/incident is reportable. Thereafter, the safety implications of such 
an incident were discussed in the context of personal errors committed in an air 
traffic control environment. However, at a different airport, the air traffic control 
staff were observed to be cynical, and individuals would merely keep to them-
selves, unwilling to share their experiences of an error because they feared being 
judged by their peers.

Our findings resonated with research in other safety-critical industries, such as 
the medical and maritime spheres, where error reporting is also deemed to be of 
great importance. We draw on research in these domains to enrich our conclusions. 
In the medical domain, Anderson et al. (2002) and Williams et al. (2015) found that 
underreporting was fuelled by a fear that the media might hear of the incident and 
publish the error, the absence in the local workplace of a tradition of raising and 
discussing incidents, not wishing to appear to be an incompetent professional, a fear 
of being reprimanded and the potential negative consequences for future employ-
ment or career progression. In the shipping industry, social and economic factors 
affect frontline operators’ decision not to report personal errors. For example, 
although error reporting is critical to the system to enable safety improvement, 
social and economic reasons outside of the safety domain, such as job insecurity or 
being the only breadwinner for a family, inhibit Chinese mariners from reporting 
errors (Xue et al. 2019). Xue et al. (2019) argue that the system attracts such behav-
iour when error reporting managed at a systems level morphs into the management 
of error numbers instead of the management of safety.

In the aviation industry, error reporting is mostly managed through regulations 
that make error reports mandatory, although such regulation does not necessarily 
curb underreporting. It may be argued that in complex systems, many error-related 
incidents are still open to interpretation and context (Van der Westhuizen and Stanz 
2014). Or perhaps error reporting is inhibited by the complexity of the operation, as 
Shi et al. (2017) found to be the case for aviation, where errors are created in the 
complex interactions of human operators, aircraft systems, airports, weather and a 
multitude of other interdependent factors. This is an undesirable state, where front-
line operators of any safety-critical industry may become more fearful of commit-
ting errors, to the point where their fear leads to even more errors. Alternatively, 
such a fear may cause frontline operators to stop reporting errors altogether and hide 
critical information that may prevent accidents.

J. van der Westhuizen et al.
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30.3  A Culture of Safety

There has been a long-standing debate in academia regarding the definition of cul-
ture. The same applies to a safety culture. For the purposes of this chapter, we 
accept the definition of Farsaraei et al. (2017, 290), who describe a safety culture as 
“the set of attitudes, beliefs and values of employees determining the necessity of 
the safety management practices of the organization”.

Perhaps safety-critical industries are inaccurate when they incorrectly refer to a 
safety culture, because a safety culture cannot exist separately from an organiza-
tional culture. Therefore, we prefer to speak of a culture of safety in an organization, 
so that the term is not limited only to those who operate at the coalface of a safe 
operation. We see a culture of safety as a specific kind of organizational culture, 
usually within an industry where the safety of an operation is paramount to the sur-
vival of the organization. Where that situation pertains, the organization must ensure 
that its organizational culture embraces the delivery and support of safety practices. 
The organization should inculcate that culture into the very fibre of the organization, 
regardless of the function of a particular department. Moreover, such an organiza-
tional culture actively embraces error and incident reporting as a safety-critical abil-
ity to maintain a window into the system’s safety vulnerabilities.

30.4  Can an Organization Inculcate the Wrong Safety 
Culture?

Regulation obviously has implications for organizational culture and, in turn, for a 
culture of safety within an organization or, indeed, in an industry. When an organi-
zation focusses on error-counting, in the form of adverse critical incidents (errors), 
regarding the number of incidents as reflecting the safety of the system, this approach 
becomes part of the fibre of the organization (Billings 1998; Van der Westhuizen 
2018). Then the prevailing culture may (unintentionally) construe an error as unac-
ceptable from a human being, creating the perception that it is not human to err and 
that humans have control over all errors. The greatest impact this had on the ANSP 
from which the secondary data was obtained was that respondents experienced 
associated corporate communication as an exaggerated focus on frontline operator 
error. The measure of error also led to an attempt management to reduce human 
error by constraining human/operator resilience (Van der Westhuizen 2018). This 
breeds a culture of perfection that is unachievable and creates localized cultures 
where frontline operators learn to hide safety information (Anderson et al. 2002; 
Wagner et al. 2012; Van der Westhuizen 2018). Hence, organizational leaders have 
to be attentive to their actions, decisions and communication as these shape and 
influence the organizational view of error and subsequently the organizational cul-
ture that should depict a culture of safety.

30 Mistakes, Errors and Failures: Their Hidden Potential in Cultural Contexts …
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30.5  Applying the “Just Culture” Construct to Encourage 
Error Reporting

The notion of a “Just Culture” (ICAO 2016; Reason 1997) as a component of a 
culture of safety in an ANSP, for example, has been applied mainly by organizations 
in the aviation industry. ICAO’s intention in requiring states and therefore compa-
nies and institutions to foster a “Just Culture” is to promote reporting and especially 
error reporting. However, it is up to each industry and organization to delineate the 
range and depth of its “Just Culture”. According to EUROCONTROL ( 2017), a 
“Just Culture” is a culture in which frontline operators and others are not punished 
for their actions, omissions or decisions taken which are commensurate with their 
experience and training but where gross negligence, wilful violations and destruc-
tive acts are not tolerated. Nor does the construct apply to adverse events that have 
reached a litigation stage (Solomon and Relles 2011).

Determining and defining malicious or deliberate intent when it comes to safety 
is a complicated topic that usually favours the person charged with the responsibility 
to evaluate the behaviour of another – however, where a fatal accident has occurred, 
the primary drivers are media sensation and societal calls for justice and litigation 
benefits (Isaac and Ruitenberg 1999). The topic has been dealt with in detail in the 
work of Sidney Dekker (Dekker 2007, 2016).

Woods et al. (2010) pose important questions around human error. For example, 
they explore when precisely an act or omission constitutes an error. They ask how 
labelling some acts as human error advances our understanding of why and how 
complex systems fail, as well as how to respond to incidents and errors to improve 
the performance of complex systems. According to Woods et al. (2010), it is not an 
academic or a theoretical question regarding the human nor the system, because 
the issue at stake is intersecting bureaucratic, professional and legal conflict. Such 
conflict emanates from safety expressed as a single number that everyone pursues 
but that holds no value for learning and safety improvement.

At a pragmatic level, even if corporate policy stipulates the presence or perhaps 
desire for a “Just Culture”, the actual application of organizational justice is fluid 
and changes shape every time that a manager or investigator changes in a particular 
organization. For overall safety to be enhanced and to counter such shifts, active 
calibration of a moral attentiveness is required to set the parameters for ethical 
judgment (Mihelic and Culiberg 2014).

In this context, it was noticeable from our review of the codes and themes 
produced from the previously mentioned study of reporting behaviour how local 
subcultures at each airport constructed its own definition of a “Just Culture”. These 
variances led to organizational disparities; the display of a “Just Culture” by various 
managers across organizational levels caused prominent differences in operators’ 
experiences of a “Just Culture”. A shared understanding of a “Just Culture” and 
therefore how error is treated according to a corporate philosophy is critical for 
effective reporting and for a learning platform, as it pertains to human error.

J. van der Westhuizen et al.
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30.6  Complexity of the System as a Factor in Making 
and Learning from Errors

Based on their experience of many years in the human factors domain, we, as the 
authors of this chapter, have come to realize that a “root cause” approach to incidents 
is far removed from the reality of complex sociotechnical systems. As Card (2017) 
has argued, in a complex system, focusing on one or on only a few indiscriminately 
determined “root causes” is not a reliable method to improve the performance of the 
system. This approach also distracts from the usefulness of a reported error and the 
subsequent learning that can occur. In other words, although the human factor may 
be the final safety filter in a safety management system that fails occasionally, in the 
majority of cases, a whole range of contributory factors also play a role in some way 
or another in creating the conditions in which an incident occurs or an operator 
makes a mistake (Dekker 2014).

Given the complexity of the system, it is important that organizations such as 
ANSPs and airlines recognize that humans are fallible. This reality does not seem to 
apply in safety-critical industries such as aviation, medicine and nuclear plants, 
perhaps because the stakes are seen to be too high to accept human error. Conversely, 
in these complex domains, there is seldom any acknowledgement of how many 
times the people at the frontline of safety actually save the day due to the flexibility 
and adaptability of a frontline operator and his/her line manager, allowing for a 
deviation from policy and procedure to achieve a safe outcome in a complex system 
that cannot be managed by merely following procedures and regulations.

As already indicated in the introduction, in a safety-critical industry such as avia-
tion, rules and regulations are essential, but the system is too complex to function 
effectively without occasionally making adjustments or compromises, allowing for 
variability in performance. This is especially true, as Hollnagel (2009) points out, if 
a system is underspecified and situations occur where a detailed description of tasks 
and activities cannot be provided. From a system safety perspective, operators need 
to report and learn from both errors (incorrect applications of rules and regulations 
because of a lack of competence or knowledge) and mistakes (which may occur 
even though the operator has the knowledge) (Nassaji 2018).

In our study, in analysing various incident reports as secondary data to the social 
construction of error reporting, we found that the complexity of a sociotechnical 
system is fluid. In many instances, the operator (in our case, the air traffic controller) 
has to deal with unusual and unpredictable scenarios. These scenarios are affected 
by multiple contextual conditions that range from the weather to unexpected traffic 
demand or emergencies, apart from phenomena that have an impact on the behaviour 
and decision-making of multiple stakeholders in the broader industry (pilots, adja-
cent airspace sectors, airlines, general aviation).

It has to be acknowledged that things do go wrong from time to time, and as a 
result, mistakes and errors will be made. In a complex system such as the aviation 
industry, the system has to rely on incident reports to uncover performance con-
cerns. These reports can stem from either errors or mistakes, as both relate to a 
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learning opportunity to improve the system. In the context of this chapter, an error, 
mistake or failure in the bigger system can lead to a critical incident.

30.7  Incident Reports

Staender (2011, 209) describes a critical incident as follows:

…every non-routine situation can have its origin in the processes, the technique, the envi-
ronment and the human/team or in any combination of all these factors. An incident can 
either return to normal operations (if primary defences, such as Standard Operating 
Procedures, are in place and function sufficiently) or develop into a critical one when these 
defences fail. If there are no recoveries available or it is not working for a specific critical 
incident, an accident can occur. Should a recovery be functioning, the situation will end in 
a near-miss [incident].

This definition describes a critical incident in the medical domain, but the defini-
tion applies equally well to the aviation domain.

Two crucial points need to be noted in this definition when it comes to error 
reporting in complex systems. Firstly, the complex systems within which a medical 
or aviation service (and most other safety-critical industries) operate are required to 
make provision for offering a safe service, depending on the contextual factors or 
the environment within which the service is provided, because there are elements 
that can contribute to an error (Dekker 2011). Secondly, human error can be reported 
and recorded before the safety parameters are exceeded, while lessons can still be 
derived even though no incident occurred.

In the aviation industry, or at least in the ANSP that participated in the study, an 
error report is not required if a human error does not exceed the safety parameters. 
However, this does not mean that an error did not occur or that nothing can be 
learned from the scenario. Therefore, defining safety as well as errors is of para-
mount importance for each institution that seeks to invite reports on human error 
and wants to learn from errors to become better at what it does. In other words, the 
manner in which the parameters are set and defined, for safety, for example, may 
well skew how error is observed, reported and learned from. For example, in air 
traffic control, management may only be interested in incidents where an air traffic 
controller made a mistake to the point that the separation standard was infringed, 
although no risk of collision may have existed. The opposite is also relevant, where 
no infringement of the separation standard occurred but two aircraft missed each 
other without any control exercised by pilots or controllers to actively separate the 
two aircraft. In the latter case, no inaction or error of omission is reported because 
by corporate definition no incident occurred although a safe control was not achieved 
and no lesson is captured.

The problem can be demonstrated in the medical domain, as another safety- 
critical industry. Rochlin (1999) and Jafree et al. (2016) found that medical practi-
tioners had a distorted view of their own proneness to error; hence, reporting of 
personal error was limited, or rather inhibited, by societal expectation. The other 
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side of the coin is shown by Gawande (1999) and Chiang et al. (2019), who point 
out that the public and even peers hold a perception that medical error is only com-
mitted by “bad” physicians, who are referred to as “incompetent” and “negligent”, 
and believe that those who make errors should be punished accordingly. These find-
ings show that skewed perceptions of human error do no favours to a professional 
or societal culture that wishes professionals to become better at what they do. The 
outcome is a professional that merely become better at hiding errors to protect 
themselves and those closest to them  – including the image of their profession 
(Salviz et al. 2016).

In our study, revisiting the codes in the original data from the study reported by 
van der Westhuizen and Stanz (2017) with a cultural lens found that frontline opera-
tors were willing to report their own errors where these contributed to critical inci-
dents because of their safety mindedness. We discovered that incident reporting is 
socially constructed and is sensitive to the nuances of the environment in which 
these errors and subsequent incidents occurred. The participants focussed on error 
reporting by definition, in other words, on events where the human operator failed 
to recover the service/system in time. In some instances, the outcome dictated 
whether an error or mistake (as an incident) was deemed reportable or not, confirm-
ing Dekker’s (2007) argument, and not the fact that there might be something to be 
learned from the incident (“let everybody know about this so they don’t make the 
same mistake that I did”). This finding took us back to setting criteria – what consti-
tutes an error, mistake or failure? The answer to this question is that criteria are 
usually based on objectives that will make the “boss look good” because the system 
is performing well – because no errors appear to be committed. This finding is in 
line with that of Williams et al.’s (2015) study of 596 pharmacists in the north-west 
of England, which reported that the outcomes, in the form of the factual history of 
patients’ not coming to harm, informed the underreporting of errors in their study.

We found that in the ANSP in our study, a critical incident triggered the submis-
sion of a report of an error that would otherwise have been ignored. We found that 
in certain situations, there may be a useful lesson to be learned that can benefit the 
system, but the parameters set for an incident was seen as the only trigger for report-
ing. In most instances, the human may make a mistake, or the system may create an 
undesirable state that is recovered by the frontline operator, and then nothing is 
reported because the boundaries set by the parameters of what constitutes an inci-
dent dictate what is reportable or not.

Reporting behaviour about errors is influenced in subtle ways by corporate phe-
nomena that can reside within or outside of the safety management domain. Our 
study found that every day various practices and corporate changes (even within 
reason) can have unintended consequences for safety reporting behaviour. One of 
the most prominent of these practices is corporate communication about safety per-
formance statistics. In the case of this study, the ANSP’s communication usually 
centred on a single indicator used to express the safety of the system, namely, the 
safety ratio or number of incidents per 100,000 aircraft movements. Although this 
is a useful yardstick that allows for comparison of safety data across a multitude of 
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other ANSPs, its use skews the corporate focus, which becomes the imperative to 
drive down this safety ratio, instead of learning from these incidents.

Johnson (2003) rightly argues that it is important to move away from repeated 
reminders to be “careful” if one wants to preserve the confidence of those who 
contribute to such a system. Constant reminders can only appeal to the conscious 
mind, but neuroscientists estimate that about 95 per cent of what humans do is actually 
subconscious (Sylvestre 2017). In essence, people are conscious of what they are 
doing, but they do not necessarily make active, conscious decisions about each step. 
Reminding people of what they have already been trained to do cannot be used as 
the sole intervention to improve system performance.

30.8  Counting Errors Is Not Enough

Counting errors is a dangerous way of expressing business or system safety, because 
humans are error-prone. Such numbers skew the corporate view of what is really 
important in safety management: understanding what happened so that operators 
can counter such incidents or improve for the next time one occurs. Corporate or 
senior management communication can easily adopt an attitude of “driving down 
the numbers”, and the actual safety intent of such reporting of errors and failures 
then falls by the wayside. Although this is not the intention of safety ratios, the 
number of errors becomes the focus, rather than learning/improvement. Safety then 
becomes a numbers game in the organization.

This kind of error focus may result in a corporate focus that does not show an 
active interest in systemic failures and learning from mistakes but rather privileges 
eliminating human error – conveniently forgetting that the human is the single 
solution within the complex system that can deal with the variability of unusual 
high- risk situations. The prominence afforded to the safety ratio echoes the message 
that human error and reporting of such error are undesirable. This side effect is pro-
moted by the text that usually accompanies the regular release of the safety ratios, 
usually by senior management in the organization, stating that everyone’s effort to 
keep the ratio down is appreciated or that recent incidents have been responsible for 
a rise in the ratio and efforts should be directed at reducing the ratio again.

The unintended result of this approach is underreporting, because the safety ratio 
is constructed purely from the number of incidents reported showing the number of 
errors that frontline operators made to a point where the minimum separation stan-
dard was infringed (even between aircraft that did not risk colliding). In other words, 
the way in which criteria to measure errors or incidents are set should be carefully 
considered and tested for unintended consequences before they are merely applied 
as a blanket approach, because of the impact the criteria themselves may have on 
error reporting.

One way in which organizations and industries try to counter this unintended 
effect of using a safety ratio is by promulgating regulations that make incident 
reporting mandatory. When mandatory reporting is coupled with disciplinary 
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actions for failure to report, the essence of safety and learning from errors is diluted. 
What stood out clearly in our data was that most safety professionals would prefer 
to report for the sake of improving safety but will only do so freely if the reporting 
system accommodates personal errors, as well as systemic failures, beyond simple 
incident-like definitions.

30.9  Self-Preservation May Deter Error Reporting

When professionals hide information or do not self-report on errors/incidents, their 
decisions may stem from a deep-seated need for self-preservation that may be as 
human as committing errors (Van der Westhuizen and Stanz 2014). As long as mis-
takes are penalized by an industry or an organization, usually tied to how the entity 
has set up its primary performance criteria, a fair number of frontline operators will 
apply their local dominance in deciding whether an error is reportable or not. In any 
safety environment, there are obvious errors that can be directly linked to an inci-
dent and that are therefore clearly reportable, depending on how the criteria or 
parameters have been designed. In a complex work environment, there are also 
errors that do not lead to critical incidents (where an accident is averted), as well as 
errors that are considered borderline cases and that may not be reported, especially 
if a frontline operator deems it necessary to protect himself/herself against potential 
queries or investigations. Safety is unlikely to be enhanced, as nobody learns from 
such underreporting.

Our review of our data from the interviews and focus groups highlighted how 
prevalent self-preservation was across organizational levels. Even a manager who 
receives a report first-hand might attempt to downplay an incident if a safety ratio or 
similar statistic is attached to his/her own performance contract. At the higher levels 
in the organization, we found that even senior-level managers’ behaviour is dictated 
by the consequences of incidents at the operational level. In other words, the 
responses and decisions of senior management regarding errors and incidents and 
their reporting are dictated by how these senior managers think they will be judged, 
for either responding or not responding in a positive or negative manner, for exam-
ple, instituting a disciplinary hearing for an error for the sake of being able to report 
upwards that the matter has been dealt with.

At an organizational level, disciplinary action seems to be the ultimate sanction, 
and it inhibits error reporting. Dekker (2007, see also Dekker and Breakey 2016) 
has written extensively about this reality. He raises the question of who gets to draw 
the line between a violation (which is penalized) and an error (which should be 
addressed and learned from but is not punished). This is especially relevant in com-
plex sociotechnical systems, where rules and regulations cannot prescribe for every 
scenario. Hence, an error can easily be misconstrued as a violation. This is not to 
say that violations do not occur or that all errors should be condoned; it is important 
for the aviation industry to align itself with what ICAO recommends. ICAO’s guide-
lines are intended to eradicate gross negligence, recklessness and sabotage, but 
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errors and deviations from the norm due to contextual factors are understood and 
acted upon in order to prevent future occurrences and improve the safety perfor-
mance of the system.

Nevertheless, even if the focus is safety, underreporting may still be prevalent 
due to people’s desire for self-preservation (Top and Tekingündüz 2015). According 
to van der Westhuizen and Stanz (2017), when participants indicated that they 
refrain from reporting minor or non-incident-related errors, this mostly goes hand in 
hand with a desire for self-preservation that originated from the judgemental lan-
guage that is usually used in investigation reports. Even where the ANSP’s intention 
was to improve safety, we found that frontline operators had internalized their 
human error at an extreme level as safety professionals. This also created acute 
sensitivity to the language used in investigation reports, which in turn has a negative 
impact on error reporting behaviour when investigations focus only on the frontline 
operator where error occurred and fail to recognize contextual and systemic factors 
that contribute to the incident.

Self-preservation can be countered by feedback that includes a systemic view of 
errors, as opposed to an individual view (Benn et al. 2009; Dekker 2007). This in 
turn can underpin the development of a safety-consciousness and “Just Culture” in 
an organization that is likely to promote the future reporting of errors and other 
system failures in safety-critical systems. In a similar vein, Adler-Milstein et  al. 
(2009) also recommend visible management commitment to illustrate the focus on 
the recognition of risk and subsequent learning value to improve error reporting. In 
this manner, the focus on the individual is redirected towards the system, and this 
greatly increases the associated safety and behavioural benefits.

30.10  A Knowledge Management System Enabling Error 
Learning

Learning is not automatic. Nor does it occur merely because a lesson learned from 
an error or the investigation report is shared. The sociotechnical system is much 
more attuned to environmental conduits, bottlenecks and obstacles. Based on the 
descriptions of safety management from the van der Westhuizen and Stanz (2017) 
study, it was clear that the means of capturing what is learnt from errors and mis-
takes is crucial. However, from our experience, it seems that most safety-critical 
industries miss the important necessity of a knowledge management system that can 
enable organizational learning. Having a knowledge management system allows for 
robustness in capturing reports in formal and informal ways and enabling learning 
in various forms. In other words, there is no single reporting platform or lessons 
sharing means that is superior. It is clear, however, that a complex system requires 
multi-faceted capabilities to create optimal learning value.

This implies that it is one thing to have a reporting system that accepts the inci-
dent report, but that it is quite another thing to have the capability also to accept 
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human error that did not culminate in an incident. Any error may well result in 
learning for the specific individual or frontline operator, but the systemic failures 
that constitute a breeding ground for more errors and that can contribute consider-
ably to organizational learning that can lead to a safer or more efficient environment 
are often overlooked. Learning is expanded to reach its greatest potential only when 
the error lesson is adjusted or crafted for each audience in the organization. Our 
review of the data from the previously mentioned study indicated that the lesson to 
be learned from an error has a different meaning or lesson embedded in it for the 
local operational team than for an adjacent air traffic control sector, a safety man-
ager at a mid-level in the organization and a manager of finances or executive man-
ager of human resources.

Furthermore, in recognizing the “socio”-element of the complex sociotechnical 
systems in these safety-critical domains, we found that it is greatly beneficial to 
apply complexity system characteristics to the design of a knowledge management 
system (Van der Westhuizen 2018). Learning is created through patterns and feed-
back loops, which a knowledge management system should establish and empha-
size as error information becomes available. Respondents to our study, especially 
frontline operators, overwhelmingly indicated the importance of focusing on the 
contextual conditions of the incidents as these factors also stress the context in 
which a particular error may occur.

Part of what is important to learning and improving safety at a systems level is to 
identify the local learning rituals and to harness these to become even more effective 
locally so that they benefit the corporate safety system (Niemiec 2017).

30.11  So What Are the Benefits of an Error?

A systemic view of errors in complex sociotechnical systems, especially the avia-
tion industry, suggests that human error holds the potential to make a valuable con-
tribution to the system. Unfortunately, if anyone dies because of an accident, most 
societies tend to want to blame a particular person (Dekker 2007; Hollnagel 2014) 
and to punish him/her without considering the bigger picture of what contributed to 
the error. This attitude is a sure way to disable a reporting system, because it dis-
courages the self-reporting of errors. From a legal counsel point of view, underre-
porting may even be encouraged to limit the potential risk of litigation (Top and 
Tekingündüz 2015).

Blaming others is an easy way out. Reason (1997) argues that people are often 
ready to blame because people, especially in Western cultures, attach great value to 
the belief that they are free agents, the drivers of their own behaviour and fate. In 
line with this belief, when something goes wrong, they attribute the mishap to the 
behaviour of an individual. This argument is borne out by the way in which, after 
rail accidents in South Africa and the recent aviation accident surrounding the 
Boeing 737 MAX, blame has been apportioned to the frontline operators for making 
mistakes that culminated in these accidents (Cordle and McGregor 2019). In this 
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context, Dekker (2014) rightly points out the fallacy underlying this attitude when 
he says that errors are consequences, not causes. Errors have a history, and discover-
ing an error is the beginning of a search for causes, not the end. Only by understand-
ing the circumstances of an error can an organization hope to limit the chances of a 
recurrence.

Dekker (2014) describes accidents as failures of risk management, which implies 
that they are neither random nor uncontrollable. It is not about an individual or a 
group of individuals responsible for an adverse outcome. Nor will understanding 
and learning from error result in progressive learning and improvements if blame is 
merely apportioned to a person higher up, or elsewhere in the system, who may 
have committed an error that contributed to an adverse event. In his description of 
the Safety II approach, Hollnagel (2014) recommends that to harness errors and 
error reporting to its full potential, organizations should apply a systems approach 
and explore multiple narratives/angles to understand the complexity of the system 
and what went wrong while realizing the difference between work as imagined and 
work as done. This argument is based on an acknowledgement of the fact that 
failure and success stem from the same sources and their interpretation lies in 
people’s narratives. In addition, humans should be seen as a useful recourse for 
system flexibility and resilience that should and can continuously try to anticipate 
developments and events.

Therefore, learning from errors is paramount for any safety-critical institution or 
industry. However, there are pertinent aspects that have to be taken cognizance of to 
unlock the potential benefits that can arise from errors. These are the emotional 
labour of reporting, the reporting platform, competing demands and incentives. 
These aspects are discussed below.

30.11.1  Emotional Labour of Error Reporting

Reporting one’s own error is no simple matter. Apart from the seriousness involved 
in a safety matter and the potential safety improvement lessons that can be learned 
or affected, there is also emotional labour associated with reporting personal error. 
Our study found that this emotional labour applies to the frontline operator who 
self-reports an incident, as well as to the manager receiving the report, especially if 
he/she has to escalate the report to higher authorities. The finding that many partici-
pating line managers internalized incident reporting of their staff was interesting. 
Their response was, however, mostly driven by the participating ANSP’s objective 
setting, which established a safety target (the number of air traffic controller-related 
incidents/errors per annum) and allocated the target to a specific team to measure 
their safety performance. This emotional labour causes staff and line managers 
to avoid the vulnerability that a personal error may introduce into the operational 
context. Therefore, effective reporting cannot be expected if there is a failure to 
acknowledge that error reporting is a delicate social activity that demands more than 
just a well-designed reporting platform.
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30.11.2  Reporting Platform

Nicholson and Tait (2002) found that practical inhibitors of reporting could range 
from the availability of printed report forms and the effort associated with searching 
for a form to the personal motivation required for completing and submitting a 
report after a long shift. Their study, in a medical setting, showed that where 
electronic report forms were branded to such an extent that they would be highly 
visible in a hospital ward’s public area, this would discourage the completion of a 
report. In addition, these authors found that organizations’ punitive response to 
multiple errors, for example, if incorrect medication was administered on several 
occasions by the same medical practitioner, also discouraged medical personnel 
from reporting to avoid any possible stigma.

In other words, the way in which a reporting platform deals with multiple errors 
reported by the same operator should be carefully crafted and embedded. The rea-
son for this is that the system’s response must continue to invite future reporting 
while also enabling alternative preventative changes for a reporter to improve on the 
work style that contributed to the incidents (provided the error-based behaviour was 
similar).

30.11.3  Competing Demands

Another factor that has a negative impact on error reporting is competing demands 
in the wider system or supersystem. The downside of this reality is that people do 
not go into the context of the problem, where errors can be prevalent as a result of 
what is created in the system. In one sense, it is easier to merely end with a “root 
cause” of human error and leave it at that. In many ways the system creates demands 
that become irreconcilable within the same time frame by expecting optimal safety 
and efficiency (see Hollnagel 2009).

The competing demands that a reporter faces, even in a mandatory reporting 
system, are the predominant contributors to underreporting of human error and 
associated incidents. They might make a decision because of the dominant narrative 
around the competing demands they have to face, not just in the act of reporting but 
also in the broader safety system. Their bounded system consists of everyday ser-
vice delivery within set rules. However, they face far greater expectations from the 
system, beyond the written regulations, and in our data, that led to anecdotes that 
revealed competing demands. As previously reported, the focus groups in the study 
painted a picture of competing demands that range from the noble intent to report 
incidents for the benefit of the system to dealing with emotional impact, saving face 
or managing personal fears (Van der Westhuizen and Stanz 2014).

This says something about the competing demands from the organization, in 
other words, finding a balance between efficiency and safety. The safety ratio was 
the principal measure of system safety; the second was air traffic  controller- attributed 

30 Mistakes, Errors and Failures: Their Hidden Potential in Cultural Contexts …



582

delays. These two measures are incorporated into the corporate as well as the 
individual performance contracts. The competing demand is therefore “do you want 
to be safe or be on time?”

When safety and learning from error become the focus, stakeholder conflict 
would dissipate because there would no longer be competing demands, and demands 
without a good reason and the need for self-preservation would disappear, because 
safety would become a common goal. Local, corporate and industry norms for 
safety would overlap.

30.11.4  Incentives

On the positive side, the focus groups raised comforting themes on the wider reality 
that operators still see reporting as an inherent part of the job – no incentive required. 
This may not apply to all safety-critical environments, but in the aviation industry, 
this phenomenon has been observed on multiple occasions where pilots and ATCs 
submit reports willingly because of their vested interest in safety (Van der Westhuizen 
2018). However, the same did not always apply to personal error as extensively as 
with general safety risks.

According to our data, only line managers and respondents that had been exposed 
to an investigation following an error that contributed to a critical incident raised the 
theme of incentivized reporting. Line managers saw a reporting behaviour benefit in 
actively and consciously searching for success stories that will promote reporting 
and act as a driver to a purpose-driven system. Sadly, reporters who had been 
exposed to investigations displayed cynicism towards a corporate incentive scheme 
which they experienced as distorted because of its monetary implications linked to 
safety reporting. The focus groups stated that they perceived reporting as an inher-
ent part of the job, but the themes that emerged from our study rather illustrated that 
incentivized reporting had unintended and even uncontrollable negative implica-
tions for reporting behaviour.

The natural outflow of such incentivized reporting is incentivized underreport-
ing. This outcome appears to be unintentional but can quickly escalate to an organi-
zational problem. This phenomenon was already identified by Reffett et al. (2014) 
for the financial industry. They note that systematic underreporting in the financial 
industry sets in where seniors create an expectation that misreporting can cover up 
mistakes. In cases like these, displacing of responsibility occurs, where a supervisor 
may induce misreporting of data. This is arguably similar to the underreporting of 
personal error in the aviation industry. Moreover, Mayhew and Murphy (2014) 
found that where such an expectation is created by seniors, it also serves as a mitiga-
tion for the emotional cost or labour of misreporting. As many as 49% to 72% of 
their respondents demonstrated a desire for misreporting, claiming that they were 
merely doing what was expected from seniors. Therefore, senior staff in safety- 
critical organizations have a paramount role to play in creating an environment that 
is conducive to healthy error reporting that benefits the system. There is evidence 
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that shows that employee reward schemes based on reductions in safety occurrences 
are inherently flawed, since many causal factors of safety occurrences are not within 
the employees’ control (Hopkins and Maslen 2015).

We found that for the system to benefit from effective error reporting practices, a 
potential reporter has at least to be set at ease. An atmosphere of acceptance has to 
be created in which there is an understanding for the fact that some human error (as 
opposed to negligence) is accepted as normal. The alternative is an incentivized 
reporting system where human error is demonized and inhumane expectations of 
perfection exist, but this has been shown to give rise to underreporting.

The bottom line is that incentivized reporting has a host of socially constructed 
influences with unintended consequences that affect reporting behaviour at a corporate 
and local level (Van der Westhuizen and Stanz 2017). Dekker (2014) notes that 
underreporting resulting from the implementation of safety incentive programmes 
where employees receive rewards for meeting safety targets (for not making 
mistakes or rather, in many cases, for not reporting their own mistakes) is counter-
productive and is antithetical to mature safety management practices. It is therefore 
vital that organizations test new reporting practices or incentivized reporting 
initiatives on a test group rather than implement a fully fledged roll-out at an 
organizational level without ascertaining and being prepared for how organizational 
behaviour in the complex system might respond to such changes. Error reporting, 
and therefore healthy reporting behaviour, is a vital component of a safety management 
system, which requires dedicated attentiveness.

30.12  Conclusion

The sobering reality is that the aviation industry, as a complex sociotechnical sys-
tem, like others in safety-critical industries, cannot exist without error reporting. 
The publication of the “Just Culture” concept by ICAO for the aviation industry 
offers great potential for reporting errors on a global scale.

The qualitative study discussed in this chapter on reporting behaviour of safety 
personnel across organizational levels in a local Air Navigation Service Provider 
(ANSP) in the multi-cultural arena of South Africa found that the professional cul-
ture of air traffic controllers was stronger than national, regional and ethnic cultures 
when it came to self-reporting for the sake of safety. Moreover, we discovered that 
local subcultures of a specific airport were stronger than the corporate culture. 
These subcultures differed from airport to airport and should be embraced for their 
uniqueness, rather than being forced into a corporate culture mould. We found that 
the criteria set for assessing the performance of the system may have unintended 
effects on how operational staff define, report and investigate their errors. Lastly, the 
hidden potential of learning in a cultural context was embedded in the local learning 
rituals, where groups of professionals created their own practices of meaning 
creation through group engagement.
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Given system complexity, our findings suggest that local professional cultures 
seem to be best suited to enable learning from errors. However, a corporate culture 
of safety is necessary to create a platform for learning. Learning from errors is also 
dependent on how an organization frames error and whether it can avoid turning 
reporting into a numbers game, instead of establishing a comprehensive knowledge 
management system. Errors can only be transformed into opportunities for growth 
and improvement when a corporate knowledge management system acknowledges 
the emotional labour associated with error reporting, can position error reporting 
amongst other competing demands and can guard against inappropriate and often 
unintentional incentivization of safety reports or corporate performance target set-
ting – in short, if it can develop a professional culture of safety that pervades the 
local organizational culture.
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Chapter 31
Leader Inquiry as a Method for Open 
Error Communication in Aviation 
and Beyond

Jan U. Hagen

Abstract There have been multiple aircraft accidents in the aviation industry 
resulting from a lack of error communication. Even though cultural differences have 
been cited as contributing factors, many accidents have happened due to the hierar-
chical status of the first and second officers and the reluctance of the latter to speak 
up during critical situations.

This is why, three decades ago, crew resource management (CRM) was devel-
oped in the aviation industry. Its goal was to reduce the hierarchy gradient on the 
flight deck and achieve open, factual error communication to ensure the safe opera-
tion of flights. This meant creating an environment in which lower-ranking crew 
members would feel comfortable speaking up when observing an error made by 
their superiors. Today, CRM is a mandatory element of flight crew training in civil-
ian and military flight operations worldwide. Since its introduction, accident rates 
have declined tremendously.

However, even after three decades, the human factor continues to be the main 
cause of accidents. When talking to flight crews, we observe that lower-ranking 
crew members are still hesitant to speak up. We therefore suggest that – on top of 
training people to speak up more  – we should start focusing on the leadership 
behavior involved. This requires leaders to include subordinates through active 
inquiry when making decisions in critical situations, thereby creating a flat hierar-
chy that allows them to speak freely.
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31.1  Introduction

On the evening of February 6, 1996, the Turkish Birgenair Boeing 757–200 prepared 
for takeoff from Puerto Plata, Dominican Republic, to Berlin, Germany (Flight 
Safety Foundation 1999; Gröning and Ladkin 1999; Hagen 2013). The pilot in com-
mand and flying the aircraft was Captain Ahmet Erdem (62), who had built up 
almost 25,000 flying hours in the course of his career. He had been flying the Boeing 
757 for 4 years. His copilot was 34-year-old Aykut Gergin. With 3500 flying hours, 
he also had a fair amount of experience under his belt. However, he had only just 
completed his training for the Boeing 757 and had flown a mere 75 hours in this 
particular model. Because of the length of the flight, there was also a third pilot in 
the cockpit, Muhlis Evrenesoglu (51). Like the copilot, he had only recently com-
pleted his training for the Boeing 757 and had accrued just 121 flying hours. 
Nonetheless, with 15,000 flying hours overall, he was also experienced.

The first indication that something was not normal appeared during takeoff: 
When the aircraft had reached a speed of 80 knots, Gergin called out “80.” Erdem 
confirmed this information with “checked,” which is a normal procedure. That 
should have meant that his display was also showing a speed of 80 knots.1 Yet, 2 
seconds later, he said to Gergin, “My airspeed indicator is not working. You tell me 
[the speeds].”2 They continued the takeoff and the plane left the ground.

Shortly after takeoff, Gergin noticed that the captain’s airspeed indicator now 
matched his own and commented, “It began to operate.”3 Everything seemed to be 
going smoothly.

Apart from the brief failure of the captain’s airspeed indicator, the flight seemed 
to be routine. The crew made no further mention of the earlier problem. However, 
unnoticed by the crew, the captain’s and copilot’s airspeed indicators began to show 
different values as the plane gained altitude, while the third indicator  – a small 
backup indicator in the center console – matched the copilot’s. Whereas Erdem’s 
airspeed indicator showed the rate of climb specified by the flight management 
computer,4 those of Gergin and the backup instrument indicated the plane’s speed 
was decreasing.

At 11:44 p.m., 3 min after takeoff, the upper screen on the center console flashed 
the Engine Indication Crew Alerting System warnings “rudder ratio” and “mach 
speed trim.”5 Upon spotting these, Erdem read the alerts out loud and said, “There 

1 Among other things, this check is supposed to ensure that the airspeed indicator is working prop-
erly for both pilots.
2 According to regulations, there must be three working airspeed indicators on each flight. Erdem 
should have aborted takeoff immediately (Flight Safety Foundation 1999).
3 In fact, the airspeed indicator was simply reacting to the pressure change in the pitot tube caused 
by the climb (Gröning and Ladkin 1999). Consequently, the airspeed indicator only displayed the 
correct speed for a brief moment. As the plane climbed higher, the speed shown was increasingly 
higher than the actual speed.
4 Due to the blockage in the pitot tube, the airspeed indicator exaggerated the actual speed as the 
plane gained altitude.
5 This warning – which the pilots would not have been expecting at this point – refers to the posi-
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is something wrong. There are some problems.” Gergin, however, was busy. He was 
still in radio contact with the departure controllers in Santo Domingo. Again, Erdem 
remarked, “Okay, there is something crazy, do you see it?” At this point, the plane 
was supposedly climbing at a pitch angle of 15° at a speed of 327 knots. These were 
contradictory values. At that pitch angle and with the engine thrust set to climb 
mode, the speed shown should have been far lower.

Just after this, Gergin also noticed that the values displayed did not tally and 
commented, “There is something crazy there at this moment. Two hundred [knots], 
only, is mine and decreasing, Efendim.” Captain Erdem replied, “Both of them are 
wrong. What can we do? Let’s check their circuit breakers.”

In such situations, the normal procedure is to resolve the issue using the quick 
reference handbook of the aircraft. This handbook contains emergency procedures, 
checklists, and instructions for all imaginable faults and alerts. It is designed to 
ensure the flight can continue safely despite the problem. It is the job of the pilot 
not currently flying the plane to read out the information from the quick reference 
handbook. In this particular case, one of the first things the crew should have done 
was compare all three indicators. This would have revealed that one of the indica-
tors was showing a different value – and was therefore supposed to be the defective 
one. Even if all three airspeed indicators were to have failed completely, there is a 
specific emergency procedure that would have enabled the crew to continue flying 
the plane based on precisely defined settings for engine power and pitch angle.

Crucially, the Birgenair crew failed to check the quick reference handbook. 
Instead, Erdem made the completely arbitrary decision that Gergin’s airspeed indi-
cator as well as the backup instrument was incorrect and decreed, “Both are wrong.” 
Gergin did not intervene; he just followed the captain’s decision. He then switched 
his airspeed indicator to “alternate” to ensure he would continue to see the values 
from the backup instrument. What Gergin obviously did not know was that, in this 
type of plane, switching to “alternate” meant he would see the (incorrect) values 
from the captain’s airspeed indicator. The backup airspeed indicator, in contrast, 
continued to show the decreasing (correct) speed. Meanwhile, the autopilot was try-
ing to compensate for Erdem’s values by increasing the climb angle. The excessive 
pitch angle was now clearly visible on the attitude director indicator (ADI). By this 
time, alarm bells should have started ringing for Erdem, if not the others.6 Yet, all he 
did was simply state, “As aircraft was not flying and on ground, something happen-
ing is usual, such as elevator asymmetry and other things. We don’t believe them 
[the instruments].” Neither Gergin nor the relief pilot, Evrenesoglu, contradicted 
him. Evrenesoglu merely asked if he should pull the circuit breakers to reset the 
airspeed indicators. He obviously thought the problem was computer-related and 
hoped to resolve it by switching the indicators off and on. Captain Erdem agreed he 

tion of the rudder on the tail and/or the elevator trim. It provides an initial indication that the rudder 
position is not consistent with the plane’s speed.
6 Volume 3 of the Birgenair quick reference handbook contains clear instructions for pilots flying 
with unreliable airspeed indicators. In particular, it lists recommended angles of attack and engine 
powers for a range of flight attitudes (climb, cruise, descent, and approach), depending on the gross 
weight. This should enable the flight to continue even without the primary airspeed indicator.
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should try it. All this time, the autopilot was flying the plane in a climb based 
on data from the captain’s airspeed indicator. This also meant the pitch angle was 
constantly increasing.

The first acoustic warning went off at 11:45 p.m. The loud clacking noise indi-
cated that the plane had exceeded the maximum permissible speed. At an altitude of 
6700 feet, the captain’s airspeed indicator was reading 352 knots. Given that the 
pitch angle was now almost 15°, the power was set at normal climb mode, and the 
plane was nearly fully loaded; this speed was technically impossible. Although he 
knew that, Erdem said, “Okay, it’s no matter. Pull the airspeed [circuit breaker], we 
will see.” Pulling and reinstalling the circuit breaker deactivated the loud warning 
alarm. Copilot Gergin asked doubtfully, “Now it is three hundred and fifty, yes?”

Neither Erdem nor Gergin bothered to look at the backup airspeed indicator in 
the center instrument panel. It was currently reading just under 200  knots. Still 
believing that the plane was going up too fast, Erdem cut back the engine power to 
idle thrust. The pitch angle of the plane was now 18°, more than twice as high as 
specified in the flight profile.

Nearly 5  min after takeoff, events suddenly snowballed. The automatic stall 
alarm went off, as did four other alarms. Captain Erdem must have been faced with 
an incredibly confusing picture. According to his indicator, the plane was going too 
fast and seemed virtually impossible to slow down. At the same time, the shaking of 
the control column indicated that a stall was imminent, caused by the plane going 
too slow. In addition, the autopilot had reached the limits of its steering capabilities 
and duly deactivated itself at a pitch angle of 21°.

It was only when the plane rapidly began to lose altitude that Evrenesoglu 
reported the extreme pitch angle – clearly visible on the attitude direction indicator – 
saying simply, “ADI.” Gergin reacted immediately and ordered, “Nose down,” and 
a moment later, “Thrust.” In pilot training, both these actions are among the basic 
maneuvers pilots are taught to regain control of a plane after a stall. At this moment, 
it should still have been possible to bring the plane back to a manageable altitude. 
Erdem ordered Gergin to deactivate the autopilot. Gergin answered, “Already dis-
connected, Efendim.” In the meantime, the plane had dropped around 1000 feet. 
Evrenesoglu said again, “ADI.” Erdem, however, still seemed convinced the plane 
was going too fast, whereas the plane was decelerating and losing altitude rapidly. 
“Not climb?” asked Erdem. “What am I to do?” Even at this point, the crew could 
still have regained control.7

Gergin made an attempt to get the plane back under control using the autopilot. 
“You may level off, altitude okay,” he said. “I am selecting the altitude hold. Altitude 
hold, okay, five thousand feet.” Gergin had obviously forgotten that the autopilot 
was now deactivated. Meanwhile, the plane continued to lose altitude.

7 This was demonstrated as part of tests in a flight simulator. Furthermore, Boeing reported that, 
during a test flight, a B757 flying at a comparable altitude had gone into an unplanned stall. In this 
case, the crew had been able to regain control using standard maneuvers (nose down, rudder and 
ailerons neutral, increase power) (Flight Safety Foundation 1999).
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Suddenly, at 11:45 p.m., captain Erdem finally made the connection between the 
idle engines and the stall. He shouted, “Thrust levers, thrust, thrust, thrust, thrust!”

Although the power levers were pushed for full thrust, it was too late. As the right 
engine spooled up faster than the left, the already unstable plane now rolled to the 
left until the wings were perpendicular to the ground at an angle of almost 99°. The 
nose of the plane was pointing steeply downward (−58°).

Fifteen miles northeast of Puerto Plata, the plane smashed into the Atlantic. All 
176 passengers and the 13 crew members were killed instantly.

The investigation of the Dominican Republic’s Dirección General de Aeronautica 
Civil, supported by the US National Transportation Safety Board,8 revealed that the 
airspeed indicator on the captain’s console had been faulty because of a blocked 
pitot tube.9 The probable cause of the crash was the crew’s failure to correctly inter-
pret the stall warning. As a result, they were unable to take the necessary steps to 
regain control of the plane. The crew had become confused due to the contradictory 
readings on their indicators and the way events had accelerated. Their flying skills 
also proved inadequate in this crisis situation, and they showed limited knowledge 
of this particular type of plane. However, the key factor behind the crash was the 
lack of proper communication between the crew members.

It may become easier to understand Erdem’s behavior  – which was largely 
responsible for the crash – if we remember that he was an experienced pilot. For 
him, this flight posed no particular challenge. He was not even worried by the first 
alerts. After all, he was familiar with the redundancies built into the systems of the 
Boeing 757, and the flight appeared to be progressing as expected. When the first 
system errors were triggered as the plane began its climb, the aircraft nevertheless 
seemed to be flying normally. Erdem thus saw no reason to worry and slipped into 
a mindset that is common to us all. By telling himself everything was “normal,” he 
created the framework of explanations for everything that was to follow. As a result, 
he saw what he expected to see: namely, a scenario familiar to him from his many 
years of experience. All of us have experienced this form of cognitive distortion. 
Given that it happens subconsciously, it probably happens more often than we think. 
Initially, even the contradictory information could not disrupt Erdem’s fixed mental 
image. He only became concerned when what he saw no longer fit his set of expec-
tations. But even then, any feelings of uncertainty were absorbed by his mental 
attitude, and anything not normal was termed “crazy” and “wrong” and therefore 
unbelievable. “As aircraft was not flying and on ground, something happening is 
usual […]. We don’t believe them [the instruments].”

However, the striking element in this tragedy was the behavior of first officer 
Gergin. He had the correct airspeed indication on his side of the instrument panel, 
which was in line with the backup speed indicator. Why did he not clearly state his 

8 Extracts translated into German and English (Gröning and Ladkin 1999; Flight Safety Foundation 
1999).
9 It was not possible to identify the exact cause of the blockage in the pitot tube, which was never 
found after the crash. The blockage had caused the faulty readings on the airspeed indicator and 
was probably due to an insect nest or dirt particles (Flight Safety Foundation 1999).
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observation and correct his captain – which in hindsight seems so obvious? A pos-
sible answer can be seen in the culturally based high power distance in the cockpit 
(Hofstede 1983). However, accidents in cultures with lower power distances, such 
as those in Western Europe and the United States, show similar behavior on flight 
decks.10 Looking at accident statics, we can observe higher accident rates for Asian 
countries and countries of the former Soviet Union that are associated with higher 
power distances (International Air Transport Association 2018). However, if we 
look more closely at accidents involving jets and turboprop aircraft, the picture 
changes. Regional differences can be found only for turboprop aircrafts, but not for 
jets that are operated by larger airlines.

In aviation, hierarchies played a major role, no matter to which culture the crews 
on the flight deck belonged. In the Birgenair case, we saw a young copilot subordi-
nating his views and opinions to those of his captain. If the two had been of equal 
status, they might have used a “check and balance” system; Gergin would have 
compared the captain’s indicator with the other two and raised the matter of the 
contradictory values. As it was, he quietly accepted Erdem’s assertion that every-
thing was fine. If there was a problem, it was due to a computer error, not an error 
by the captain.

Following this accident, “crew resource management” (CRM), which was first 
developed starting in the early 1980s in the United States and Europe, became a 
mandatory training requirement for flight crews globally (Helmreich et al. 1999). 
CRM demands that the crew works as a team throughout a flight. This does not 
mean that CRM questions the captain’s abilities. It simply pays tribute to the fact 
that controlling a modern-day aircraft is beyond the skills of a single person and that 
everyone on the flight deck has the ability to speak up (Edmondson 1999). Hence, 
the rest of the crew are liberated from their roles as subordinates and are actively 
integrated into the flight’s workflows and decision-making processes. The previous 
hierarchy on the flight deck is flattened, and crews follow a different behavioral 
scheme. Communication is accorded a special role in this process. The aim is to 
achieve open, factual exchanges of information and thought processes in order to 
ensure the safe operation of flights.

31.2  How Effective Is CRM Teamwork in Practice?

Teamwork on the flight deck can be observed during simulator training. Commercial 
aircraft pilots complete these training sessions every 6  months. These cover the 
pilots’ command of an aircraft’s systems and standard procedures, as well as the 
effectiveness of the collaboration between the crew in difficult and dynamic emer-
gency situations.

10 The accidents of KLM 4805  in 1977 (Roitsch et  al. 1979; Comisión de Investigación de 
Accidentes e Incidentes de Aviación Civil 1979; Netherlands Aviation Safety Board 1977) and 
United Airlines 173 (National Transportation Safety Board 1979) showed similar crew behaviors.
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From February 2010 to May 2013, my colleague Zhike Lei and I observed com-
mercial flight crews during simulator training in a study of how teams collaborate 
and communicate. Among other things, pilots were required to handle emergencies 
such as the failure of speed sensors or an unexpected drop in cabin pressure. They 
had to solve the associated problems and complete the flight safely. Each task called 
for teamwork among those involved.

We established that the teams worked well together to solve acute emergency 
problems (Lei et al. 2016). However, we observed varying performance levels as the 
flights continued. Without exception, this was linked to the captain’s communica-
tion behavior. Crews performed best when the captain involved the copilot in the 
decision-making process by asking questions such as: “How do you evaluate the 
situation?” “What options do you have in mind?” “What do you suggest?”

In a second project, which Zhike Lei, Avner Shahal, and I conducted in 2016 and 
2017, we wanted to ascertain whether crews knew what the method of “leading with 
questions” actually meant. At the same time, we expected the answers to provide us 
with an overview of the status of CRM. In this case, we interviewed military aircraft 
pilots from the German and Israeli air forces – all of them experienced commanders, 
copilots, weapon systems officers, and technical loadmasters.

31.3  CRM: A Lot Has Been Achieved

The German military commanders in our study reported that, before CRM, the copi-
lot was a marginal figure on the flight deck. Commanders would let them carry out 
their work while observing and assessing them. Some commanders even made copi-
lots look foolish, and occasionally a repeatedly humiliated copilot took revenge – 
that is, waited for a good opportunity to let the commander trip himself up.

Even though situations like these can still be found today, our interviews showed 
that pilots are well aware of the CRM code of conduct by now. “Things are much 
better these days than they were,” said one of the interviewees. “Communications 
are better. This enables the other person to contribute to the best of their ability.” The 
reported improvements stem partly from CRM training itself and partly from the 
workload in increasingly complex aircraft – a workload that piles up significantly in 
high-pressure military situations. All of this is no longer manageable by one 
pilot alone.

The demands that both military and commercial pilots have to meet – above and 
beyond the regular task of flying  – are described in the British Civil Aviation 
Authority’s Flight-crew Human Factors Handbook (Civil Aviation Authority 2016) 
as follows:

These might include concentrating, paying attention, calculating, trying to remember some-
thing, being careful, maintaining awareness, doing an unfamiliar or novel task, doing a 
challenging task, making a decision, assessing evidence, reviewing a situation, looking for 
something, listening to something or someone.
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If additional external factors (i.e., stressful or emergency situations) then require 
pilots to carry out the abovementioned steps simultaneously or in rapid succession, 
anyone expecting to accomplish this on their own is destined for failure.

Take the example of Qantas Flight 32  in 2010 (Australian Transport Safety 
Bureau 2013). When an engine exploded during this flight, there were 36 warning 
messages that occurred within 20 s. In a situation such as this, even the most expe-
rienced pilot might overlook something, act too hastily, or lose their focus. Our 
brains can only process a limited number of stimuli at one time, and as soon as we 
focus on one thing, we lose sight of the other.

A number of the military commanders we interviewed concurred with this obser-
vation. One of them said:

A team functions better than a single person. If I have a crew member who supports me, I 
will complete my mission better. Or when he pulls me out of a place I got myself into unin-
tentionally, or when he suggests something I hadn’t thought of.

Other pilots were keen to point out that their teamwork commences during the 
briefing, where the aim is to bring everyone involved in the mission “on board.” We 
repeatedly heard that crews have to be cooperative and work as a team. They must 
also complement, listen to, and respect one another.

However, the key to CRM is communication. If we do not inform the other per-
son with whom we are working about our take on a situation but rather assume – in 
silence, and all too often incorrectly – that they see things the way we do, we may 
end up with a misunderstanding. Therefore, the atmosphere on the flight deck has to 
be open so that no copilot is discouraged from asking the captain/commander how 
they are interpreting a situation and vice versa. Rather the entire crew has to be 
encouraged to inquire rather than simply assume.

One of the commanders we interviewed summed things up well. At the same 
time, he addressed the risk that arises if one of the pilots feels excluded.

If he [the copilot] thinks differently and does not tell me because I did not ask him, then I 
may not have done the right thing; it could be that he doesn’t feel comfortable and won’t be 
with me 100 percent.

A “good commander” – whose characteristics are among the factors we wanted 
to identify – asks questions. “He inquires: ‘How would you tackle this?’ without it 
sounding as if they are testing the copilot. They may add: ‘This is the solution I have 
in mind.’” A good commander must also “not be afraid to admit if there is  something 
they don’t know.” We will come back to this point later on, as “not knowing some-
thing” may be held against a commander in a different scenario.

31.4  What Comes First?

However, despite the much-cited benefits of CRM, we found that its status repre-
sented a recurring issue. Most of the statements we collected portrayed CRM as a 
training element, but not as a fixed, integrated part of pilots’ procedures for increas-
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ing safety and reducing the rate of errors on the flight deck. Our interviewees seemed 
to consider it rather as an add-on that ranked below carrying out their mission, 
safety, and standard operating procedures (SOPs). The following statement from a 
commander, or “pilot in command” (PIC), is representative.

My responsibility is to see that things get carried out the way they should and the way I 
think is right, which is, first of all, the mission, followed by safety. If it simply happens and 
not much needs to be done because the copilot pushes ahead, then it’s easy and comfortable, 
which is also good for teamwork. But I am careful with the way I speak to the copilot. In 
the end, the atmosphere in the crew is also somewhat the PIC’s responsibility.

The communication between the commander and the copilot – which we con-
sider to be instrumental to the success of the mission – crops up as an afterthought. 
Teamwork is deemed to have functioned properly if the “mission” is completed 
without difficulties and the copilot does what the commander wants. Basically, all 
actions fall under the responsibility and decision-making power of the commander. 
Unfortunately, this state of affairs bears little relation to CRM.

“Copilots are being involved at an earlier stage nowadays,” said one of the com-
manders, who spoke in favor of CRM. However, if he and his coworkers had com-
pletely adopted CRM, there would be no “earlier” or “later,” nor anyone deciding 
when the subordinate is involved, but rather a crew working together from the start.

Even in the examples that sound almost ideal, the teamwork was reliant on the 
good will of the commander. “The idea is to empower the copilot as much as pos-
sible, to give him a feeling that we are together.” The fact is that, under CRM, the 
other crew members should not be given the “feeling” of inclusion, but rather they 
should be involved as a matter of course. However, our interviews painted the pic-
ture that even CRM-conscious commanders were unable to consider the second 
man as their equal.

When to ask questions [one commander said], I see two options. One is to say what you 
think is the right thing to do and then ask him [the copilot] for his opinion. The second is to 
give him a moment to say what he thinks and then speak. In the beginning I started by ask-
ing and then making the decision. That can make the copilot uncomfortable if he said 
something else. That’s why I hint as to what I think is the right direction. I don’t have a 
problem changing my decision if the copilot convinces me of his opinion. If they don’t, I’ll 
say, ‘Okay, I understand, but I think we should do x.’ So I think it is better at least to hint.

These are not the words of an old-style commander who completely ignores the 
copilot as someone way down in the ranks but rather those of a new model of 
 commander who sees himself more as a father figure. However, in this constellation, 
the opinions of copilots still do not carry equal weight, and they must make a special 
effort to get themselves heard. In fact, they must be able to convince a commander 
of their opinions. If they do not succeed, they discover that – although the com-
mander can follow their train of thought – their opinions are not taken on board. We 
generally perceive this kind of reaction as belittling and insulting. The same applies 
if the commander suggests the “correct” opinion before the copilot even speaks.

It also seems to be the copilots’ task to edit their own thought processes in 
advance and distinguish between important and superfluous inputs. We were only 
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seldom able to identify the same with regard to the commanders, as if their state-
ments were bound to be correct.

I expect my copilot to provide what he was asked to do and not offer everything he thought 
of. A good captain will say, ‘Aside from everything we mentioned just now, is there any-
thing else important that you thought of?’

Although one or two of the commanders recognized the abovementioned poten-
tial for unwittingly insulting the second man, this does not in any way change the 
view that they themselves set the tone. The nonhierarchical communication envis-
aged in CRM does not occur. This paternalistic relationship is also fundamentally 
entrenched in the quotation below.

I just let things get done and interfere if I see that it isn’t done the way I think it should be 
done. I give some kind of guidance, something general, with the hope that I won’t have to 
comment too much. If I give a lot of comments to someone, it ends up hurting him.

The following statement comes closest to the CRM mindset, but even then the rela-
tionship is not ideal. The rules of both military and civil aviation state that the cap-
tain/commander has the say in cases where there are any doubts; the copilot will not 
question this. Having said that, this does not mean the two cannot make joint 
decisions.

In the next example, the father figure is lurking again, clearly setting the bound-
aries. The copilot can speak when invited to, but the commander retains the right to 
inform him that his comments will go unheeded.

I invite his opinion. I say, ‘Monitor me, notice if I miss anything.’ If something is unsafe, I 
expect him [the copilot] to intervene and I will listen. I tell the copilot that the most that can 
happen to him is that I tell him that we are not going to deal with what he said at the 
moment.

31.5  Ranks Are a Problem

The examples presented above are just a small selection, but they are representative 
of the broader picture. On the left sits the man with all the say. On the right sits his 
subordinate, who has to choose his words carefully.

Of course, this problem is inherent in all hierarchies and begins with the alloca-
tion of titles and the different roles associated with the commander, the PIC, the 
pilot flying the plane, the monitoring pilot, and the copilot. However, this does not 
blend well with CRM principles. CRM refers to crews, by which it means units. 
This unit envisages an almost flat hierarchy. In other words, in cases of doubt, it 
means that the decision-making power lies with the captain/commander. In all other 
cases, both pilots complete their tasks as colleagues, in accordance with 
CRM. Indeed, military forces would undoubtedly benefit from a more “collegial” 
concept being emphasized in the cockpit. As long as the ranks and the associated 
steep hierarchy remain embedded in people’s minds, the aforementioned attitudes 
that run contrary to CRM will remain part of this system.
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Changing these kinds of attitudes is difficult, but not impossible, as we have seen 
in civil aviation. Such a change would not only redress the hierarchical perception 
of roles, but it would also put an end to behavior that sometimes reaches bizarre 
role-playing heights. “When I am flying,” one military pilot said, “I try to be more 
authoritative. When I am monitoring, then I try to be as attentive as possible.” Why, 
an outside observer has to ask, are both crew members not equally “attentive”?

“My role as a PIC,” another said, “is to ensure that the mission is carried out as 
safely as possible.” No, the outsider thinks, that is the role of both people – the role 
of the crew.

31.6  Hierarchy Comes Before Safety

Giolito and Verdin have identified the unspoken precedence of “hierarchy first” over 
“safety first” in their work (Giolito and Verdin 2018). Most of the crews we observed 
also seemed to uphold this priority, whether consciously or not. If this is really the 
case, it suggests that the “safety first” rule constantly cited by our interviewees 
serves, among other things, to cover up a concealed need for authority and to shield 
anyone who hides behind this mantra from criticism.

The “hierarchy first” rule means that the copilot completes the tasks and is gener-
ally permitted to speak only when invited to do so by the commander – as outlined 
above. However, this dismantles the CRM approach and reinstates the former image 
of the all-knowing commander. It also resurrects the problem that originally 
prompted the development of CRM: the fact that copilots retreat inwardly and sub-
ordinate themselves to the commander’s decisions. At its extreme, this leads to a 
situation that one of the commanders we interviewed described thus: “… that the 
copilots can neglect to think for themselves. They rely on the commander.” This 
attitude presents a danger in a non-normal situation or an emergency.

31.7  The Role of the Commander

The strict hierarchy in the cockpit, the tone-setting or paternalistic role of the com-
mander, the unequal weighting of input to communications – all this does not stem 
solely from the commander. Copilots frequently share this view and sometimes go 
as far as to magnify the commander’s role even further, insisting that there needs to 
be someone in the cockpit who can do everything, which is to say, from the copilot’s 
point of view, the other person is not a colleague, either.

Almost all the copilots interviewed said they expect the following characteristics 
from their commanders: “Someone who knows where this thing is headed. Someone 
who is calling the shots and makes decisions.” The commander must be capable of 
making decisions and remaining calm under pressure. They must be able to assert 
themselves and must be solid as a rock in a crisis. They must always command 
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respect. They must also be able to assert themselves with their superiors. Apart from 
this, they must be able to summarize situations and justify their decisions in the 
cockpit. They must also be able to feed the copilot with the information they require 
and ensure that “everyone is on board.” They must not ride roughshod over others, 
nor make them look foolish, but they must ensure that “the crew members feel com-
fortable so that they say what they think.” They must not take others’ comments 
personally. They have to know how to get the best out of their copilot, no matter 
what their capabilities. They have to make the copilot part of all decisions and keep 
them informed about what is happening during the flight. They must ask the copilot 
for their opinions, listen to them, and ask, “Do we want to do it this way?” They 
must not be an alpha male. They should never act alone, for a poor commander 
“feels in control and does not communicate with the copilot.”

This scenario complements the previous one because it represents a childlike 
definition of a benevolent father figure who knows everything, can do everything, is 
also loving, and takes the child’s stage of development into consideration. We see 
the same kind of thing in supervisory roles in industry, by the way; this defect is not 
unique to military forces.

31.8  Decision-Making

So far, we have determined that the decision-making authority in the cockpit remains 
with the commander, even if they listen to and involve their copilot. None of the 
interviewees gave us the impression that decisions are based on proper discussions. 
As previously stated, this partly stems from both sides placing the commander fig-
ure on a pedestal. The commander believes in their own ability to make the right 
decision, and the copilot – despite also being a trained pilot – shares this view.

However, CRM offers a different approach to the decision-making process and 
emphasizes that, when it comes to major and complex decisions, we are not capable 
of considering all the necessary criteria by ourselves.

With reference to the conclusions drawn by Tversky and Kahneman from their 
cognitive-psychological research, the CRM handbook states: “When assessing 
information and making decisions, high workload can lead to complex decisions 
being taken more rapidly than normal, possibly without considering some factors, 
options, and complexities” (Kahneman and Tversky 1979).

Based on the research presented above, the CRM approach also offers solutions 
for the cognitive traps that can crop up during the decision-making process. One 
example is the way freshly absorbed information disproportionately influences our 
decisions. This can lead us to forget or ignore equally important information 
received beforehand. It is also possible for us to base our decisions on explanations 
that seem plausible without necessarily being correct. We are satisfied with partial 
information, yet we persuade ourselves that we know all the necessary facts. The 
well-known “confirmation bias” (i.e., our tendency to select information that sup-
ports our hypothesis of a situation and to reject any contradictory evidence outright) 
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is also referred to in CRM. It is just as mistaken to rely on past experiences. Of 
course, it is tempting to say, “The last time I was in this situation, I did this and that 
and it worked, so I will do just the same again.” However, when decisions need to 
be made quickly, we do not have the time to check whether the criteria really are the 
same as before, or if some difference means that what we learned from the previous 
experience is useless or requires modification.

Tools such as FORDEC exist that lay down the decision-making process and 
subdivide this into an analysis of facts, options for action, and the identification of 
the risks and benefits of each option before the decision is made, implemented, and 
put to the test. However, stressful situations do not grant the time it takes to use tools 
of this kind. It therefore makes sense, as a principle, to go through the steps in pairs, 
to compare the two different viewpoints, and to ensure that the combined expertise 
goes into reaching, carrying out, and checking the best possible decision.

A vital element of this approach is for both pilots to consider themselves as col-
leagues who continuously share information with one another  – without one of 
them thinking alone, suggesting what the other should think, or considering the 
other’s opinion as being inferior or a nuisance CRM obligation.

Our military interviewees are a long way off from an equal exchange of opinions. 
“Decisions need to be carried out quickly. You tell the copilot what to do,” explained 
one commander. The copilots see things exactly the same way. “You can try as 
much as you can to help during a flight, but eventually he makes the decisions and 
you carry them out.” Or: “I share my opinion, but in the end, the PIC is the one who 
decides. Or I wait until he asks me.”

31.9  Emergencies

It is interesting to note that commanders and copilots actually agree that they work 
well together, even in accordance with CRM guidelines. They believe that excep-
tions only arise in emergency situations, during which the copilot usually withdraws 
from the decision-making process as a matter of course and leaves this to the 
commander.

Let us refer once again to what the aforementioned Flight-crew Human Factors 
Handbook has to say about this subject: “The combination of circumstances and 
options (often accompanied by an emergency) are unlikely to be the same as previ-
ously practiced due to situational complexity. Hence, although expertise can be fac-
tored into such circumstances, large elements are effectively new and unpracticed 
on every occasion. […] This means a process close to rational decision-making.” 
Rational decision-making, as we have seen above, means that someone can over-
look “factors, options, and complexities.” The same applies to the commander.

Furthermore, the CRM strategy indicates quite explicitly that a stressful situa-
tion – which an emergency situation undoubtedly represents – can exceed the capa-
bilities of a single person. “[I]f excessive demands are placed on an individual, it is 
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possible to exceed the individual’s capacity to meet them. This results in the deterio-
ration of the individual’s ability to cope with the situation.”

Apart from that, CRM authors are conscious of potentially extreme reactions to 
stressful situations – our “fight or flight” mechanism or “freezing” – and warn about 
them. “Hypothetically and anecdotally, during flight or fight pilots can get mentally 
stuck within a situation (unable to interpret or resolve a situation, and unable to 
move on, even if that situation would present no problems under normal circum-
stances). […] The ultimate response to extreme levels of stress is to give up or 
freeze.”

For the other crew members, the CRM instruction for situations like these is very 
clear: “Speak up when you see situational awareness (SA) breaking down.” The one 
who is literally “paralyzed” with shock must be snapped out of a stupor, and this can 
only be achieved by talking to them in order to restore collaboration and consider 
the options for action.

Some of our interviewees had adopted the rules of CRM for emergency situa-
tions. “In situations like these,” one said, “each keeps an eye on the other. The ball 
is passed back and forth. […] The commander must be able to delegate.”

Elsewhere, the point was made that “the commander should exude calm and 
security and not become frantic. If anyone freezes, the others have to intervene.” 
Whereas someone else stated: “The commander ensures calm and collection. 
Nonetheless, both must also work through the problem and be aware of what the 
other is doing.”

Otherwise, the behavior corresponds with the way roles are generally perceived, 
as outlined above: “I, as the captain, will present the alternatives and say what the 
advantages and disadvantages of each option are. I ask the copilot’s opinion so that 
I don’t make a decision without taking something into account. If he thinks differ-
ently, I check myself and explain to him why we are going to do x.” If the correct 
CRM procedures were being followed, the commander would have said: “We, as 
the crew, discuss the alternatives …”

However, it is a fact that most commanders and copilots abandon CRM in emer-
gency situations. “I, as a PIC, begin by calming the other person, give him the right 
perspective, show him that it is an abnormal situation, and bring it to a normal 
situation.”

Elsewhere, again, the point was made that “[t]he hierarchy only emerges when 
something happens, when decisions need to be made. Then it is clear that there is 
someone who provides information and there is someone making decisions.” That 
distorted image of task-sharing appears again here, as it is not both who compare 
information and make a decision together, but rather that one “supplies” and the 
other decides.

Or, as one copilot said: “During an emergency, you need to have tact, because 
there are things that are urgent and your opinion doesn’t always matter.” It is inter-
esting to learn that, although copilots do not wish to be “ridden over roughshod,” 
they can do precisely this to themselves in an emergency. This is also reminiscent of 
the father-child scenario, in which the father “must not be disturbed” because he is 
working or has something “important” to do. However, as we have seen above in 
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relation to extracts concerning CRM approaches, it is precisely in emergency situa-
tions that it is vital for both crew members to work on reaching a solution, with one 
being able to assist the other, if necessary.

This means avoiding the following attitude: “The situation in the cockpit has to 
be calm. When there is a loaded and complex situation, the setting for introducing a 
differing opinion is more dangerous.”

The following statements from interviewees point in the same perilous direction:

In an abnormal situation, you will be busy with SOP. Things need to be done quickly and 
you don’t have time to express your opinion. […] If it is urgent, I do what the captain says. 
There is no time for debates. You do what the captain says.

If you did not know any better, you would really believe that a child were sitting 
in the copilot’s seat and not a trained pilot.

31.10  Aviation Culture

As already addressed above, hierarchical role allocation alone hinders collegial col-
laboration on the military flight deck. Another problem lies in the elevated status of 
the commander, which still incorporates elements of the solitary hero. The authors 
of the CRM handbook also address this: “It is common for an individual to believe 
that admitting to suffering from pressure is an admission of failure of ability to meet 
the demands of the job. It has long been an accepted culture in aviation that flight 
crews and others should be able to cope with any pressure of any situation.”

We spoke above about the workload and numerous interlocking steps that have 
to be performed in the cockpit. We pointed out that one person alone cannot handle 
the complexities of the tasks and technologies involved, least of all in critical situa-
tions. The image of the heroic, all-knowing lone fighter was never the reality but 
rather a myth from the very beginning that someone should have consigned to his-
tory by now – something both commander and copilot should welcome.

One of the copilots explained that, in emergency situations, the commander is 
not allowed to express their concern and say “Oh my God,” to which I would like to 
respond: Actually, it is high time they should be able to say that. It is also high time 
for copilots to not just metaphorically wrinkle their noses at commanders in situa-
tions like these but to respond, “We are going to make this.”

31.11  The Creative Problem-Solver

Overall, we had the impression that the interviewees often pay lip service to 
CRM. Yet, although people are aware of its advantages, they do not know exactly 
how to apply CRM in their behavior and communications. We repeatedly heard the 
same statement from commanders and copilots alike that they should be  – and 
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wanted to be – “on board the same boat,” that the commander should ask the copi-
lot’s opinion, and that the copilot, in turn, should indicate anything they feel is not 
right. There was also talk of the “assertiveness” that the copilots needed to develop. 
This prompted those commanders who wanted to integrate the copilots to consider 
whether they should first ask their opinion so as not to influence them. They then 
considered whether it would offend the copilot if they went on to enforce their own 
opinion, and that it would therefore be better to state their opinion to start with, or 
whether this would then deter the copilot from offering a different opinion.

Apart from the abovementioned status gap and its negative effects on CRM, we 
also came across helplessness in handling CRM. After all, how are you supposed to 
implement CRM without an adequate understanding of the behavioral psychologi-
cal aspects of working together in both small and larger teams? How can you if you 
do not know which behavior has a damaging effect? How can you if there is insuf-
ficient training in what we now call “emotional” and “social” intelligence? How can 
you if you do not know the effect of your body language, facial expressions, and 
words and you cannot read the signals sent out by someone else? How can you if 
you are not aware of your own prejudices and do not know how these affect your 
behavior toward others? How can you if you have not learned how to talk to and 
negotiate with others in a situation of conflict?

The interviews showed that, despite extensive CRM training in military aviation, 
the focus remains on the commander. Thus, it would make sense for commanders to 
change their behavior first. This means involving the second man as an equal partner 
in tasks by asking him questions – a form of leadership that Edgar Schein terms 
“humble inquiry” (Schein 2013). It also means that the lead person does not ask 
questions for the sake of it (i.e., not the kind that require only yes/no answers) but 
rather gathers information, opinions, and proposals for action, which are subse-
quently discussed.

This approach taps into the other person’s expertise, calls up information, and 
reveals new perspectives and options. In the study we conducted during simulator 
training, we observed captains in commercial aviation who, in critical circum-
stances and under intense time pressure, still asked their copilots for their takes on 
problems and received constructive answers. Crews with this type of captain per-
formed consistently better than those with captains who gave orders and who, at 
best, asked the copilot, “Do you agree?” or “Or do you see things differently?” 
These questions always resulted in the copilot backing up the captain’s opinion.

A culture of open communication provides the copilot with the chance not only 
to get involved in tasks but also to volunteer questions and to query a commander or 
captain’s decision without worrying how they will react. If captain Erdem from the 
introductory case would have simply asked his copilot for an analysis of the situa-
tion instead of (wrongly) stating about the indicators, “Both of them are wrong,” he 
and the 188 passengers and crew might still be alive.

There is one thing that captains, commanders, and other leaders do not need to 
worry about: questions do not mean a loss of authority. Amy L. Fraher outlines the 
types of leaders our times require (Fraher 2011). She calls them “creative problem- 
solvers.” We would go one step further and describe them as “collegial and creative 
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problem-solvers.” However, Fraher also makes it clear that the corresponding skills 
are not simply lying in wait but must always be taught.

Today’s leaders need: cultural awareness; an understanding of authority issues and how 
both overt and covert group processes can impede team performance, often in fatal ways; 
comprehension of the impact of technology on the pace and complexity of team operations; 
and sophisticated sense-making skills in order to manage team learning, evolve operations 
and incorporate new information as it emerges. To support these developments, even techni-
cal and professional fields, such as aviation, firefighters, law enforcement, maritime, medi-
cine, military, nuclear power, offshore oil rigs, and railroads, must become more flexible 
and collaborative than ever before. And the leadership and teambuilding training programs 
for groups operating in these high-risk environments must follow suit, developing the cre-
ative problem-solvers our complex, evolving systems require. (Fraher 2011)

It has been 35 years since CRM was developed as a means of improving aviation 
safety. That initial attention to the necessity of communications between captain 
and copilot already improved upon prevailing conditions. The same can be said 
about incorporating the findings of modern-day cognitive psychology into CRM 
guidelines. However, as long as this is only being written on paper and not con-
stantly being taught and practiced, CRM will not be properly implemented and 
remain merely a pleasant embellishment.

It is therefore high time for a change of perspective for creating the first frame-
work that gets the most out of others by engaging them with the “leading with ques-
tions” approach. Despite having become an established cliché, leaders do not have 
to be heroes and know everything – even though we sometimes wish that.
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Chapter 32
Cultural Differences-Induced Mistakes 
in Driving Behaviour: An Opportunity 
to Improve Traffic Policy 
and Infrastructure

Václav Linkov and Petr Zámečník

Abstract Driving a vehicle is a complex task influenced by many factors, includ-
ing cultural differences. When a driver with a certain cultural background drives in 
a foreign environment, their natural reaction to traffic situations might be unsuit-
able, so they can make a mistake in the comprehension of a traffic situation or in 
their reaction. In this chapter, we review theories of cultural differences, differences 
in driving behaviours in various cultures, and examples of driving mistakes induced 
by foreign cultural backgrounds. People in different countries are used to driving 
with a different level of aggressiveness, traffic signs that are positioned in different 
ways, and some specific-to-their-country traffic signs. These mistakes might inspire 
governments to change policies regarding traffic rules and improve infrastructure so 
that foreign drivers more easily adapt to the new environment. Such changes might 
include making traffic signs easier to comprehend, the usage of special traffic signs 
for foreigners, and governmental campaigns to educate foreign drivers.

Keywords Mistakes · Errors · Failure · Driving behaviour · Driving mistakes · 
Traffic infrastructure · Traffic signs · Cultural differences

32.1  Introduction

Transferring driving skills from one environment to another, as well as poor knowl-
edge of local traffic rules, leads to worse driving performance (Zhang et al. 2010). 
This leads to the higher probability of a traffic accident for foreign drivers 
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(Castillo- Manzano et al. 2018). The risk increases with increased cultural differ-
ences – Yannis et al. (2007) showed that foreign drivers in Greece have a higher 
accident risk and the risk is higher for non-EU nationals than for EU nationals. It is, 
therefore, useful to know which cultural differences are responsible for traffic acci-
dent vulnerability and how they influence driving. The research concerning cross-
cultural variability in driving behaviour usually focuses on universal concepts, like 
aggressive driving, or specific violations of traffic laws, like speeding. Some studies 
target more focused issues, like the problems of a certain cultural group in a specific 
foreign environment. The aim of this chapter is to review both universal and specific 
research regarding cultural differences in driving and to present some governmental 
actions which can help reduce the risk of traffic accidents.

In this chapter, we focus on driving behaviour mistakes that happen due to cul-
tural differences. Defining culture is a difficult task (Jahoda 2012); we consider 
culture to be the set of rules, typical behavioural patterns, decision styles, and opin-
ions for how people should behave within a certain society. By behaviour mistake, 
we mean a behaviour which is wrong in the current cultural environment and cir-
cumstances. In the context of driving, this means that the driver drives and decides 
differently than the accepted local traffic rules, driving customs, or opinions.

Differences in driving in various countries are caused by general cultural differ-
ences and by specific driving cultures. The first part of this chapter concerns general 
cultural theories and their impact on driving. The second part is about the differ-
ences in aggressive driving customs and traffic offences. The third part concerns 
driving mistakes caused by different traffic cultures, with various examples. Finally, 
we provide examples for how governments and NGOs might reduce the risks of 
accidents with campaigns and infrastructure changes.

32.2  Hofstede’s Dimensions of Culture and Their Impact 
on Driving Behaviour

The most famous classification of cultural differences is that of Geert Hofstede 
(1980). His original research described four dimensions of culture, all which can be 
related to driving. Hofstede conducted factor analysis on questionnaire data col-
lected from employees of the IBM corporation and derived dimensions of individu-
alism/collectivism, power distance, masculinity/femininity, and uncertainty 
avoidance. Masculinity was defined as the importance of earnings, recognition, and 
advancement and femininity as the importance of good relationships and coopera-
tion with other people (Minkov et al. 2019). Countries with high masculinity are 
Slovakia and Austria, and countries with high femininity are Sweden and Denmark 
(Hofstede Insights 2019). People in individualist societies care only about their own 
goals, while people in collectivist societies are loyal to others and care about them 
(Vollero et al. 2019). Countries with high individualism are the United States and 
Australia, while countries with high collectivism are Ecuador and Korea (Hofstede 
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Insights 2019). In cultures with low power distance, people view others as equal, 
while in cultures with high power distance, an unequal distribution of power is 
accepted (Vollero et  al. 2019). High power distance cultures are Slovakia and 
Malaysia, while low power distance cultures are Israel and Ireland (Hofstede Insights 
2019). In cultures with high uncertainty avoidance, people do not like changes, while 
in cultures with low uncertainty avoidance, people tolerate ambiguity and prefer 
innovation (Vollero et  al. 2019). Countries with high uncertainty avoidance are 
Greece and Japan, and countries with low uncertainty avoidance are Jamaica and 
Bhutan (Hofstede Insights 2019). In the following paragraphs, we try to suggest the 
ways that these dimensions might relate to the differences in driving culture.

Power distance is related to the acceptance of the unequal distribution of power 
in society. In high power distance cultures, people with high social status show this 
status more and respect those with lower status less. Also, people with lower status 
respect the hierarchy more than in cultures with low power distance. Power distance 
might be connected to driving behaviour in two ways. First, it can be connected to 
behaviour related to higher status. In China, some drivers with expensive cars show 
their status by driving aggressively in order to force other drivers to move out of 
their way (Huang et al. 2006). Drivers showing higher status might cause serious 
traffic accidents. Problems might also arise with the acceptance or ignorance of a 
lower social position. Drivers coming from a culture with a higher power distance 
might expect that weaker people on the road (e.g. bicyclists) will get out of the way. 
Bicyclists from a culture with a lower power distance might expect that car drivers 
would show respect and slow down. The resultant situation might lead to an acci-
dent because of a mistake made by the driver or the cyclist.

People from individualistic cultures define themselves by their own characteris-
tics, wishes, and abilities, while people from collectivistic cultures think about 
themselves in terms of their social roles and their relationships and pay more atten-
tion to the wishes and expectations of other people than those from individualist 
cultures. This distinction makes it important to watch the behaviour of other drivers 
(Huang et al. 2006). Individualism is related to speeding (Üzümcüoglu et al. 2018). 
People from collectivist cultures might drive slower to be able to concentrate on 
others, and they might be more sensitive towards other drivers’ gestures. Risk per-
ception and attitudes about traffic safety have an impact on driving behaviour in 
Norway and Russia, but not in Africa and Middle East (Nordfjærn et al. 2014a, b). 
Nordfjærn et al. think that this difference is due to the fact that people from indi-
vidualistic cultures behave more according to their attitudes. The relationship 
between attitude and behaviour is lower in collectivistic countries, where people 
behave according to their perceived expectations of others.

Uncertainty avoidance expresses a preference for familiar situations. People in 
cultures with higher uncertainty avoidance have a lower tolerance for the unknown, 
which is related to speaking a more formal language (Giebels et al. 2017) or search-
ing for more information about places to which to travel (Quintal et  al. 2010). 
Nordfjærn et al. (2014a, b) think that uncertainty avoidance is related to maintaining 
traffic rules: Indians, who are higher in uncertainty avoidance, drive more safely 
than Africans, who are lower in uncertainty avoidance.
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Cultures that are higher in masculinity are focused on performance, whereas 
feminine cultures regard good relationships and life quality as more important. 
People from masculine cultures might be prone to speeding, risky driving, overtrust 
in their driving skills, and driving in bad weather conditions, which all can decrease 
traffic safety.

32.3  Other Theories About Cultural Differences and Driving

Other theories of cultural differences related to behaviour are specific to certain 
regions and include the phenomena of face and holistic thinking. The phenomenon 
of “face” and “losing face” exists in East Asian cultures. Face is the way people 
present themselves to other people (Chen and Hwang 2016). The person tries to 
look good and persuade others to trust them. Losing face might be a serious social 
threat. This could have influence on traffic safety when a person tries to save face or 
make themselves look better by taking more risk than necessary. There is a low 
percentage of seatbelt usage in the population of Chinese drivers (Fleiter and Watson 
2016). In China, a driver may not use a safety belt because, by using it, they would 
show that they do not trust their own driving skills and that they think that a traffic 
accident is possible. Losing face is based on social interaction, so these situations 
are more probable in areas with higher population density.

Holistic thinking is a cognitive style where people focus on the whole and rela-
tionships among different parts of the whole. Analytical thinking is focused on 
details and making the whole by assigning categories to its parts (Nisbett et  al. 
2001; Li et al. 2018a, b). Holistic thinking is more common in Eastern cultures, and 
analytical thinking is more common in Western cultures. A higher focus on detail 
might be useful when it is necessary to perceive specific details in the surroundings 
of the vehicle (e.g. barely visible traffic lights). Focus on the whole might be useful 
when it is necessary to perceive more objects at once (e.g. inside a traffic jam). 
People from holistic cultures might have problems with driving in analytical coun-
tries where the traffic infrastructure is designed for people with this type of thinking 
and vice versa (e.g. they might need some information to be repeated).

Cross-cultural differences in driving might also be explained by the theory of 
planned behaviour (Ajzen 1991; Grilli and Notaro 2019), which states that actions 
might be explained by attitudes towards specific behaviours, subjective norms, and 
the belief that a person might really change their behaviour. When a person thinks 
that some behaviour is correct and acceptable, they will behave that way. For exam-
ple, Swedish drivers speed less than Turkish drivers. This difference might be 
because Swedish drivers consider following speed limits to be more important and 
perceive it as a social norm (Warner et al. 2009).

The driving behaviour of people who are learning to drive in a new driving cul-
ture is dependent on their level of acculturation to the driving cultures of both their 
country of origin and the new country. The more a person is acculturated to the new 
culture, the more they follow the culture driving customs. The more the person is 
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acculturated to the original driving environment, the larger the effort necessary to 
adapt to the new environment. Shinohara and Nishizaki (2018) found that experi-
enced Japanese drivers concentrate on their surroundings less in the United States 
than in Japan, while for less experienced Japanese drivers, there is no difference. 
They think that experienced drivers should concentrate more on driving in unknown 
environments than less experienced drivers because they have already developed 
driving habits in the native environment and, therefore, should allocate more cogni-
tive skills for the driving itself to counteract these habits (Shinohara and Nishizaki 
2018). For example, traffic signs are used more often in Europe than in Canada, so 
Canadians recognize the signs slower than Europeans (Shinar et al. 2014).

32.4  Differences in Driving Behaviour Between Various 
Cultures

A huge amount of research has focused on aggressive driving behaviour and the 
following of traffic rules in various cultures. Less wealthy European countries have 
more traffic accidents than more wealthy European countries. Among the less 
wealthy, those with a larger percentage of Roman Catholics have more traffic acci-
dents than those with a lower percentage (Melinder 2007). Traffic accidents are 
fewer in countries with more roundabouts and more intersections with good visibil-
ity (Marshall 2018). Sârbescu et al. (2014) found that Serbians drive more aggres-
sively than Romanian drivers. They think that this difference is caused by the 
different levels of development in the countries and because the behaviour of Serbian 
drivers was affected by military conflicts and the resulting economic difficulties of 
the country. The worsened economic situation in Serbia might have caused a lower-
ing of mental capacity of drivers, because they are focused on unrelated issues. The 
economic situation also creates worse technical conditions for both cars and infra-
structure, lowering the effectivity of social mechanisms that control safe driving and 
lowering the amount of social intervention in road safety (Sârbescu et al. 2014).

Greek and Turkish drivers engage in aggressive driving and violations of traffic 
rules more often than Swedish and Finnish drivers (Warner et al. 2011). Greek and 
Turkish drivers experience a traffic accident more often than Swedish and Finnish 
drivers. Swedish drivers think that they drive less safely in comparison with the self- 
opinion of Greek, Turkish, and Finnish drivers. Finnish drivers think they have worse 
driving skills than Swedish, Turkish, Greek (Warner, et  al. 2013), and Australian 
drivers (Lajunen et  al. 1998). People from Nordic countries also admit that they 
break traffic rules more often than Turkish drivers, especially speeding on a high-
way, which might be caused by the fact that Turkish drivers are used to regularly 
speeding and, therefore, do not consider it to be a serious offence (Özkan et al. 2006).

Turkish drivers consider driving to be more dangerous than Norwegian drivers. 
Norwegian drivers consider speeding to be a serious offence more often than do 
Turkish drivers, but Turkish drivers consider drunk driving to be a more serious 
offence than Norwegians. Turkish drivers are more willing to take risk when driving 
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than Norwegian drivers. Turkish drivers also speed more often than Norwegian 
drivers (Simsekoglu et al. 2012).

Chinese, Japanese, and American driving cultures were compared by Atchley 
et al. (2014). Chinese drivers fight for the right of the way, so there is high number 
of traffic accidents in China. Despite this, the Chinese government focuses on 
increasing traffic flow more than on increasing traffic safety (Atchley et al. 2014). 
The driver’s emotional control is related to safer driving style in China (Wu et al. 
2018). Japanese drivers persist on safety and are willing to follow traffic rules, so 
the number of accidents is low, and they accept high penalties for breaking traffic 
rules. For American drivers, the car is a symbol of freedom, which leads to more 
risky behaviour and a higher number of traffic accidents (Atchley et al. 2014).

The tendency to make mistakes in preparation for driving properly might also 
vary across groups with different cultural origins. Timmermans et al. (2019) found 
that professional drivers from South Asia working in Qatar are more prone to driv-
ing while feeling sleepy than drivers with other cultural origins. Elias et al. (2016) 
worked with the hypothesis that such proneness to the violations of traffic laws by 
minority groups might be caused by their disregard for any laws based on discrimi-
nation by majority-group institutions and the distrust of laws issued by these 
institutions.

32.5  Driving Mistakes Related to the Traffic Environment

While driving, drivers constantly make decisions about their next steps. They should 
choose their speed, their direction, and their distance to other vehicles, bicycles, and 
pedestrians. Also, they decide how careful they should be and how much attention 
they should pay to ensure their safety. All these decisions are made according to 
expectations that the drivers have regarding the behaviour of other people on the 
road, the infrastructure, and the overall environment. These expectations might be 
wrong, and this could lead to a mistake in driving behaviour. They can make a bad 
decision regarding their speed, direction, or behaviour towards other people, and an 
accident might happen. Such mistakes could be classified as follows:

 – Mistakes because of the incorrect anticipation of people’s behaviour
 – Mistakes because of confusion about the meaning of traffic signs
 – Mistakes because of wrong estimation of the traffic environment (like traffic 

density)

We give examples for these types of mistakes in the following subchapters.
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32.5.1  Driving Mistakes Because of the Incorrect Anticipation 
of People’s Behaviour

Drivers in cultures where people do not follow traffic rules consider this to be an 
important issue in traffic safety. Iranian drivers think that the non-following of rules 
is caused by excessive Iranian individualism, the car as a status symbol, and bad law 
enforcement, which is perceived as unjust, inconsistent, and arbitrary (Banakar and 
Fard 2012). All of these lead to fatalistic orientation towards road traffic accidents 
(Nordfjærn et al. 2014a, b). Ignoring traffic rules by drivers might be expected by 
pedestrians. Iranian pedestrians expect less than Pakistani pedestrians that they will 
be respected by drivers (Nordfjærn and Zahadeh 2016). When a driver from a coun-
try with a traffic culture where pedestrians do not expect respect travels to a country 
where pedestrians expect to receive space from drivers, they might make mistake 
and ignore a pedestrian who – expecting respect – will enter the road and might be 
hit by the car.

Chinese drivers in the United States think that, when compared with their 
American counterparts, Chinese pedestrians and bicyclists more often ignore the 
potential danger from cars, so car drivers encounter more unexpected traffic situa-
tions with pedestrians and bicyclists. Sometimes there are no barriers between 
opposite-direction lanes on Chinese highways, so pedestrians may cross highways 
in the countryside (Huang et al. 2006). Not being prepared for pedestrian behaviour 
in countries where pedestrians follow the rules less than in the driver’s home coun-
try might lead to results similar to those described above.

German drivers perceive situations where a motorcycle or a wild animal gets 
onto the road as more severe than Chinese drivers. Chinese drivers have a longer 
reaction time than German drivers in dangerous situations, because they do not 
believe that these situations need a reaction as quickly as do Germans. The illegal 
and dangerous behaviours of people on the roads are more common in China than 
in Germany, so Chinese drivers do not think that such a situation is abnormal and do 
not react immediately (Wang et al. 2019). Drivers from cultures with faster reac-
tions to dangerous situations (like Germany) might make mistake and expect the 
driver from a culture with slower reaction (like China) to brake quickly, which can 
lead to an accident.

Driving cultures differ in driving styles. Chinese drivers, by comparison to 
British drivers, display greater variability in headway, lane position, and speed. 
They also spend a larger percentage of time looking at in-vehicle devices and away 
from the road (Large et al. 2019). This larger behavioural variability for Chinese 
drivers means that they might be less focused on driving. The larger variability in 
Chinese drivers’ behaviours is also manifested in moped drivers more often chang-
ing lanes in multiple-lane roads, which is seen less often in Europe and America 
(Glaser et  al. 2017). Such variable behaviours might lead to situations where a 
driver from a culture with less variable behaviours might make mistake and expect 
other drivers to keep their speed and direction.
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Foreign drivers have problems with comprehending traffic situations and under-
standing unwritten local traffic rules. Yoh et al. (2017) studied the types of traffic 
violations made by drivers of different nationalities in Japan. Asian drivers violate 
the priority rule more often than others. North and South Americans violate speed 
limits, Southeast Asians have more problems with comprehension than other for-
eigners, and Koreans tend to violate traffic light rules and engage in drunk driving. 
Taiwanese drivers fail to stop at traffic lights, stop signs, and railway crossings. 
Korean and Taiwanese drivers tend to harm pedestrians more than foreigners of 
other nationalities. Filipino drivers tend to fail to yield to pedestrians. Failing to stop 
at traffic lights might be due to the longer cycle than in the country of origin, so the 
driver is used to running red lights rather than wait a long time for the green light 
(Yoh et al. 2017). All these differences might lead to a behaviour that does not fit the 
local traffic customs and results in an accident.

People in various cultures have different customs according to how much effort 
they put into watching whether the road is safe. Malaysian drivers perceive it to be 
safer to pull out in front of approaching vehicles than UK drivers (Lee et al. 2015). 
Crundall et al. think that this might be responsible for the higher fatality rates on 
Malaysian roads. Both UK and Malaysian drivers think that it is safer to pull out on 
Malaysian roads than on British roads. When British drivers in Malaysia do not 
expect a neighbouring car to pull out, it might lead to collision.

Chinese cars are more often overloaded, so they have a longer breaking distance 
(Huang et al. 2006). A dangerous situation might arise when a foreign driver expects 
a Chinese driver to be able to brake as quickly as would be possible with the less- 
loaded cars in their home country. Using flashing lights in the United States means 
that the driver will let the other driver go, but in China it means that the other driver 
should let him or her go (Huang et al. 2006). An American driver might make mis-
take, think that the Chinese driver is allowing him to go, and then run into the 
second car.

Not being aware of the increased risk of the inappropriate behaviour of specific 
types of vehicles with which a driver is not familiar might lead to a driving mistake. 
Tricycle drivers often disregard traffic rules and regulations in Nigeria (Uzondu 
et al. 2019). When the driver does not know this, they might not drive with special 
care in presence of a tricycle, and an accident might happen more often than with an 
informed driver.

32.5.2  Driving Mistakes Because of Confusion  
About the Meaning of Traffic Signs

When the foreign driver is not yet acculturated to local traffic culture and does not 
know the system for local traffic signs, it might result in a traffic accident. Summala 
(1998) describes cultural misunderstandings which happen to US-American drivers 
in Europe. Drivers in the United States are used to the fact that crossroads have 
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signage to define the right of the way. Americans assume that a road without a right 
of the way sign means that they have the right of way and they continue driving. Yet, 
in Europe, many crossroads do not have a sign to tell the driver to yield. On such a 
road, the driver does not have the right of the way, but they should give this right to 
the car coming from the right. The American driver, believing that the other driver 
sees a “give right of the way” sign and will yield, is wrong. If such a driver contin-
ues, he might cause a traffic accident, because the second car might run into him 
from the right. There are no traffic signs to decide right of the way on many Chinese 
roads as well (Huang et al. 2006), so a similar situation might also happen in China.

Drivers in a foreign country have problems comprehending foreign traffic signs 
(Ward et al. 2004). Texts in the local language could create comprehension prob-
lems for foreign drivers (Bartłomiejczyk 2013). Research by Liu et al. (2019) pro-
vided some examples from Chinese drivers who were asked to describe German 
traffic signs. The Chinese subjects, who had never visited Germany, were asked to 
describe the meaning of traffic signs, some of which are not used in China. The 
“right of way on the main road” traffic sign, which has a cross with a thinner hori-
zontal line, was judged to mean “go ahead” or “rocket” by 82% of participants, 
while only 6% knew the correct meaning. Nearly all of the participants did not know 
the meaning of the “end of priority road” traffic sign, while 5% thought it meant 
“turn right” (Liu et al. 2019). Sign comprehension difficulties might even arise for 
similar cultures – Ng and Chan (2007) asked Hong Kong Chinese to recognize traf-
fic signs from Mainland China and found that the comprehension for those that were 
different from those used in Hong Kong was 10% lower than those that were simi-
lar. The most difficult traffic signs to comprehend were “farm trailer prohibited” and 
“tricycle with goods prohibited”, because such vehicles are not present on Hong 
Kong roads. When a foreign driver does not know the meaning of a traffic sign – like 
“the right of the way” – he might make behave as if such sign has not been there.

32.5.3  Driving Mistakes Because of Not Fulfilling 
Expectations of Others

There is a cultural difference in choosing who the driver will try to save in the 
moments before an unavoidable accident. Awad et al. (2018) made people to decide 
who an autonomous car would kill, either the passengers by driving into a wall or 
pedestrians. People from individualistic cultures tended to spare more human lives, 
while people from collectivistic cultures spared older people. People from poorer 
countries spared pedestrians who were breaking the law more than people from 
countries with better institutions. People in Latin American and French-speaking 
countries spared women and young people more often. When a driver in a danger-
ous situation has to choose among several alternative reactions that would endanger 
a child or an old person, they might choose differently than the local population, and 
the local population would consider it to be his driving mistake.
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People in various cultures have different attitudes to the usage of in-vehicle tech-
nologies. Chinese drivers consider in-vehicle technologies to be more important 
than German drivers (Li et  al. 2018a, b), and Austrians are more reserved when 
compared to Americans and Koreans (Jeon et al. 2012). Not using in-vehicle tech-
nologies where expected (e.g. automatic mode on highway) might lead to a danger-
ous situation. The risk of such situations might increase with the presence of 
semi-autonomous vehicles in the future.

32.6  How to Decrease the Mistakes Induced by Driving 
Culture Differences: Infrastructure Changes and New 
Policies

Given the difficulties described above, governments should work to implement poli-
cies to minimize driving mistakes that arise from cultural differences and misunder-
standings. This could be accomplished by improving infrastructure or instituting 
campaigns to educate foreign drivers about the specific features of the local driving 
culture.

The traffic safety of foreign drivers might be increased by creating special traffic 
signs for these drivers. Such signage might be useful at the border of countries 
where on one side, the flow of traffic is on the right and on the other side, the flow 
of traffic is on the left. Signs would remind drivers that it is necessary to keep the 
change in mind. These signs could be placed at roads where an accident caused by 
a foreign driver on the wrong side of the road had already happened.

Authorities might also improve foreigners’ driving by changing standard traffic 
signs to contain easily comprehensible pictures. Such signs should be specific, 
because people in some cultures (e.g. Chinese) prefer to see specific information 
instead of abstract information (Ng and Chan 2007). Drivers in different countries 
have different mental representations of road infrastructure. For roundabouts, 
British drivers refer to exits in terms of whole numbers  – the third exit  – while 
Malaysian drivers use a clock metaphor, exit at 9 o’clock (Large et  al. 2017). 
Instructions used for the navigation of drivers from different cultural backgrounds 
should be based on prior understanding and the kind of mental representation that 
works for the specific cultural group.

According to the theory of planned behaviour, driving behaviour might be 
affected by the changing attitudes of the drivers. This might happen through govern-
mental information campaigns. Campaigns might be launched by private institu-
tions or governments. One campaign aimed at influencing foreign drivers was 
launched by the Royal Automobile Club of Queensland (2019) in Australia. Drivers 
were encouraged to drive on the left, use a seat belt, obey stop signs and traffic 
lights, overtake safely, not drink and drive, respect the speed limit, not use a cell 
phone while driving, drive according to the conditions, and plan the trip because 
driving distances are long in Australia.
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Another campaign was launched by the UK government for British drivers 
abroad. Foreign and Commonwealth Office (2013) informs British drivers about 
different traffic rules in foreign countries to prepare them for specific situations, like 
the fact that it is compulsory to carry additional eyeglasses for drivers with bad 
vision in Spain and that it is illegal to pick up hitchhikers in Russia.

The New Zealand government also launched a campaign for visiting drivers. 
According to the project website (Safer Journeys 2019), the most frequent nationali-
ties of foreign drivers involved in fatal or injury crashes are Australian, Chinese, 
German, Indian, British, and American. The government uses billboards, posters, 
and social media to spread information about road safety in New Zealand. The mes-
sages were tested in the six countries whose nationals were most often involved in 
traffic accidents in New Zealand. The warnings included encouragement to drive on 
the left and take photos only from safe places (Beehive.govt.nz 2016).

Governmental campaigns should be designed to fit the cultural specifics of the 
country. What works in one culture does not necessarily work in another. For exam-
ple, in collectivistic cultures, it might be less effective to persuade people to change 
their attitudes through information campaigns; it may be more effective to influence 
their perception of what other people expect from them  – e.g. Chinese drivers 
change their travel behaviour when people in their social network do so (Habich- 
Sobiegalla et al. 2019). Traffic safety campaigns might be successful only in some 
cultures. As Lund and Rundmo (2009) note, the connection between attitudes and 
behaviour might be different in various cultures. When changes in attitude do not 
influence the behaviour, the safety campaign cannot be successful. Also, campaigns 
might be less successful in countries where driving is a basic habit and therefore less 
influenced by personal values (Orru et al. 2019).

32.7  Conclusion

Cultural differences might bring difficulties and dangerous situations to the traffic 
environment. Nevertheless, they might also serve as an opportunity to improve cer-
tain aspects of traffic culture, which might also be problematic for locals. For exam-
ple, some traffic signs in China contain excessively complex Chinese characters, 
which are difficult to read when visibility is low (Huang et  al. 2006). This is a 
problem for Chinese natives and difficult for foreigners. Changes to the infrastruc-
ture could benefit everyone, not just foreigners. Studying mistakes made by drivers 
in some countries due to their foreign cultural background might help to improve 
traffic safety in the country.

Research about cultural differences in driving behaviour provides several recom-
mendations for how to improve the traffic safety of foreign and local drivers. 
Campaigns could be targeted at drivers who come from more culturally different 
environments, like American drivers in Europe or European drivers in China, 
because these drivers are vulnerable to mistakes. The governments of areas where 
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local drivers often cross the border to countries or areas with specific traffic signs 
(like Hong Kong drivers going to Mainland China) should provide information 
about these signs to citizens.

The majority of information about driving behaviour variations among cultures 
comes from quantitative research that used international scales. Nevertheless, this 
research is unable to capture culture-specific behaviour nor the meanings of traffic 
signs and infrastructure for drivers of specific cultural backgrounds. The vulnerabil-
ities of the local traffic culture for foreigners are likely to be captured by qualitative 
studies asking foreign drivers which problems they perceive while driving on local 
roads. We suggest more such studies should be conducted to give governments 
information for launching targeted campaigns.
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 Epilogue: Errors, Mistakes and Failures 
in Anticipation of the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution

Elisabeth Vanderheiden and Claude-Hélène Mayer

The contributions in this book show that although much has been done in recent 
years to explore errors, mistakes and failures as a resource, there is still much to be 
discovered in multiple approaches and different cultural perspectives on this topic.

The examples in this book have been able to demonstrate, in many different sci-
entific contexts, how strongly the perception of what is failure or error is shaped, 
above all, by cultural context. Here, more intensive inter-, cross- and transcultural 
research could contribute not only to avoiding misunderstandings (see e.g. Clarke & 
Takashiro; Mayer & Mayer; Rau, Guo, Nan, Lei & Zhang, Linkov & Zamecnik in 
this book) but also to cooperating on ways to make mistakes and errors useful as 
resources. More research could also clarify situations where mistakes and errors 
should be avoided as far as possible because of their negative to catastrophic conse-
quences, for example, in criminological contexts (see Mayer and Petherick in this 
book) or in the context of transport and aviation (Hagen, Linkov & Zamecnik, van 
der Westhuizen, Tshaba-lala & Stanz in this book) or in relation to medicine (see 
Brommundt, Subbe & Barach in this book). It is essential that this takes place to a 
greater extent than hitherto in terms of appreciative use of cultural diversity (see 
Mayer wildlife).

Further research needs to arise from the rapidly advancing Fourth Industrial 
Revolution (4IR) to include topics such as digitalisation, which bring progress and 
simplification in many respects. Nevertheless, there are many risks associated with 
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errors, mistakes and failures, such as artificial intelligence (AI) and its related algo-
rithms. Six phenomena are briefly outlined here as examples of the need for adjusted 
contemporary and future research on errors, mistakes and failures.

 Error Scenario 1

Digitalisation, especially the use of AI, is generally associated with the idea that 
using technical applications should lead to improvements and optimisations, as 
people already depend so much on technology. This is also in connection with the 
assumed constitutive defectiveness of human beings. Already at the beginning of 
the 1980s, author Elaine Rich emphasised:

Artificial Intelligence is the study of how to make computers do things which, at the 
moment, people are better [at doing]. (Charts of Humanity 2019)

In human resource management, for example, this focus has led to a drastic increase 
in the number of decisions that are no longer made by people but by systems. This 
applies to the selection, development and administration of personnel as well as to 
proposals for the release of personnel, to people analytics and, in some cases, to the 
analysis of private data in employees’ social networks, so that with the help of AI, 
probable statements can be made about impending sick days, imminent dismissals 
and similar topics (Gesellschaft für Informatik e.V., GI 2019). This situation can 
potentially lead to mistakes, in view of the fact that people present themselves in the 
social media less with the intention of providing data for their employer, than to be 
in contact with family and friends, to find a partner, to connect with like-minded 
people and much more.

It is becoming increasingly clear that not only people but also the digital systems 
they create, manage and control are flawed. AI systems are likely to reflect the indi-
vidual, cultural prejudices and attributions of the people who develop the systems 
and enter the data and thus create errors and mistakes by reproducing implicit racial, 
gender or ideological prejudices (O’Neil 2017; IBM Research 2019; Buolamwini 
2019). Two examples: In 2018 it became apparent that Amazon was using an 
AI-based recruiting tool that showed bias towards women (Agarwal 2019). Self- 
driving cars are trained to perceive white people as road users to be aware of and 
therefore do not take humans with brown and black skin colour as humans (Agarwal 
2019; WDR Fernsehen 2019).

This should ideally be avoided in both humans and machines in order to prevent 
discrimination. Such mistakes and failures in the AI system typically occur pri-
marily in the data or in the algorithmic model (IBM Research 2019). IBM is one 
company that assumes most AI applications are currently prejudiced and that prej-
udiced AI applications will also spread rapidly in the coming years (IBM 
Research 2019).

This is all the more alarming as people’s trust in AI is growing enormously. In 
Germany, for example, a representative survey of 1000 people was conducted in 
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2018. The question was: “When you think about your private life, in which of the 
following situations would you accept the decision of an artificial intelligence rather 
than that of a human being?” (Bitcom Research 2018). The results suggest that a 
majority of Germans have high confidence in AI and would even let AI decide on 
their behalf in certain situations:

 – 15% would rather accept the decision of an AI than that of a person when apply-
ing for a loan from a bank.

 – 10% would rather bow to the judgement of an AI than a human judge in court 
after a traffic accident.

 – 9% would prefer an AI to their boss when determining a salary increase.
 – 9 % of respondents consider the decision of an AI in a dispute with their partner 

to be useful if the partners cannot agree on a conflict, for example, on a larger 
purchase (Bitcom Research 2018).

Against the background of the biases that we can observe in AIs, these are fright-
ening scenarios.

 Error Scenario 2

A recent survey in Germany (Society for Informatics e.V., GI 2019) revealed that 
although a majority of Germans do not yet assign AI a gender, around one fifth of 
respondents perceive AI machines as “rather male” (19.3%). This is almost six 
times as many people as those who classify AI as “more female” (3.5%). This rep-
resents an imbalance that affects the entire population, whether old or young, man 
or woman, East or West. The data shows only one exception: the number of science 
fiction fans who classify AI as “more female” is 7.2%, twice as high as in the total 
population.

 Error Scenario 3

Prejudice, stereotypes and attributions can also lead to momentous misjudgements 
in other fields, such as in the criminological context, illustrated by examples from 
predictive policing. Previous experience with predictive policing has shown that it 
has very far-reaching and serious consequences, both in terms of a massive increase 
in surveillance, an increase in the amount of data, the systematic surveillance of an 
unprecedentedly large number of people and also of people who have had no prior 
direct police contact and who experience massive consequences in terms of social 
inequality (see Brayne 2017; Hielscher and Heeder 2017; Oswald et  al. 2017). 
Predictive policing is associated with a paradigm shift in police work, which in the 
past was primarily of a reactive nature, but in the future should be given a preventive 
proactive orientation (Brayne 2017). However, this can be based on erroneous 
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assumptions and consequently lead to mistakes in implementation. It can be seen, 
for example, that residents of certain disadvantaged urban districts are more likely 
than others to be the focus of such surveillance, men more likely than women, peo-
ple with darker skin tones more likely than people with lighter skin and poorer 
people more than wealthier ones, and people who have already attracted attention in 
the system of law enforcement authorities are more likely be judged than those who 
have not (Brayne 2017; Hielscher and Heeder 2017). Wachter et al. (2017) have 
pointed to a number of potential errors that can result from the use of algorithms in 
police work:

 1. Inconclusive evidence leading to unjustified actions
 2. Opaque evidence leading to opacity
 3. Misleading evidence leading to bias
 4. Unfair results leading to discrimination
 5. Transformative effects leading to challenges for autonomy and data protection.

Oswald and her colleagues (2017) have already identified several such errors in 
connection with the implementation of the HART model in the United Kingdom. 
Brayne (2017) was able to prove similar errors in a policing system used in Los 
Angeles.

 Error Scenario 4

The year 1997 represented a decisive milestone for AI in that Hochreiter and 
Schmidhuber (1997) published a method of providing the neural networks of AI 
with memory (known as long short-term memory) and thus ensured that the error 
rate during learning in the neural network could be systematically reduced. For 
example, self-propelled cars have been produced successfully since 2009. Since 
2010, AI has been increasingly researching autonomous robots that learn on 
their own.

The neuronal network functions analogously to the human brain and generally 
consists of three levels. Data is recorded in the input layer. The data is processed in 
one or more intermediate layers, and output is a result in the third layer. AI pro-
grammes improve through continuous training. In contrast to humans, however, 
they have to process significantly more examples in order to achieve learning prog-
ress, requiring millions or even billions of training examples until it has developed 
a model that reliably recognises regularities. In addition, the data must be “clean”, 
and patterns must remain unchanged over time. The weakness of AI in learning is 
also its strength. It requires more data than a human being, but it can also process 
and store information faster and to a much greater extent. AI has a distinct memory. 
Another important advantage is that AI programmes are able to filter out complex 
patterns and non-linearities from huge amounts of data. Machines are free of emo-
tions, never get tired or unfocused in their work. But all of this requires human 
control to prevent errors and mistakes. This situation is made more difficult by the 
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fact that learning performance is inextricably linked with constantly increasing 
computing capacities, which increases the speed at which AI learns independently. 
People can scarcely keep up with this speed and scope, and the question arises 
whether it is possible to control this pace and avoid mistakes.

 Error Scenario 5

Another consideration related to error avoidance and “big data” is the disclosure of 
algorithms (Zweig et al. 2017; Trute 2018). How can it be ensured that AI works 
error-free—in the sense of freedom from discrimination in predictive policing and 
protection of fundamental rights such as personal rights, for example—if the cor-
responding algorithms are not disclosed? This situation makes it impossible to con-
trol, uncover and constructively deal with errors.

 Error Scenario 6

In 2020, the People’s Republic of China will introduce social scoring for all its citi-
zens and companies, which is currently being tested in 40 districts and 20 cities in 
China (Botsman 2017; Krauter and Welchering 2019). Within the framework of this 
social scoring, every citizen will receive positive scores for every good performance, 
while every misbehaviour and failure will be subject to corresponding deductions 
which regulate access to certain resources such as education and consumer goods 
for them and, if applicable, for family members. At the same time, however, predic-
tions are to be made about future behaviour, so that people are potentially deterred 
from committing crimes, and conformity with the politically dominant system is 
ensured (Krauter and Welchering 2019). Digital monitoring of public and private 
spaces plays just as important role as social control in the immediate vicinity of the 
workplace or living space.

Assuming that failure and making mistakes are constitutive parts of being 
human—and that they are resources, to the extent that they are opportunities to 
change perspectives and deepen new insights, individual and collective processes of 
recognition, learning and development—the question arises what the medium- and 
long-term psychological, social and political effects will be, especially since every-
one’s scoring results are publicly available at any time (Botsman 2017). The ques-
tion also arises—independent of many other ethical questions—of who controls the 
control, in this case the communist system and eight private companies commis-
sioned to develop the algorithms, collect and evaluate the data (Botsman 2017; 
Erling 2019). This could result in a variety of exciting research questions dealing 
with mistakes, errors and failures in certain cultural contexts.
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 The Way Forward

Having addressed and reflected on six selected errors, mistakes and failures in con-
temporary societies and cultures, as well as in future world and 4IR scenarios, we 
would like to emphasise that a positive and constructive view of errors, mistakes and 
failures will support individuals, organisations and societies to transform for the 
better. Undoubtedly there are several machine–machine, machine–human and 
human–human interactions in which errors, mistakes and failures should be mini-
mised and avoided. However, since this is only possible to a limited degree, the 
transformation of errors, mistakes and failures into positive health resources and 
impactful agents is what we are aiming for in publishing this book.
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