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What does the collapse of sub-prime lending 
have in common with a broken jackscrew in 
an airliner’s tailplane? Or the oil spill disaster 
in the Gulf of Mexico with the burn-up of Space 
Shuttle Columbia? These were systems that 
drifted into failure. While pursuing success in 
a dynamic, complex environment with limited 
resources and multiple goal conflicts, a 
succession of small, everyday decisions 
eventually produced breakdowns on a 
massive scale.

We have trouble grasping the complexity and 
normality that gives rise to such large events. 
We hunt for broken parts, fixable properties, 
people we can hold accountable. Our analyses 
of complex system breakdowns remain 
depressingly linear, depressingly componential 
– imprisoned in the space of ideas once defined 
by Newton and Descartes.

The growth of complexity in society has outpaced 
our understanding of how complex systems work 
and fail. Our technologies have moved ahead of 
our theories. We are able to build things – deep-

sea oil rigs, jackscrews, collateralized debt 
obligations – whose properties we understand
in isolation. But in competitive, regulated 
societies, their connections proliferate, their 
interactions and interdependencies multiply, 
their complexities mushroom.

This book explores complexity theory and 
systems thinking to better understand how 
complex systems drift into failure. It studies 
sensitive dependence on initial conditions, 
unruly technology, tipping points, diversity – 
and finds that failure emerges opportunistically, 
non-randomly, from the very webs of relationships 
that breed success and that are supposed to 
protect organizations from disaster. It develops a 
vocabulary that allows us to harness complexity 
and find new ways of managing drift.

This is a vocabulary you need to learn. For 
business leaders and practitioners as well as 
academics and researchers, Drift into Failure 
has much to offer. 

Order your copy today

ONLINE ORDERS To order Drift into Failure, and related books visit www.ashgate.com/humanfactors. 
There is a 10% discount on orders via our website.
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‘… explains complex system failures 
and offers practical recommendations 
for their investigation and prevention 
from the combined perspectives 
of unruly technology, complexity 
theory, and post-Newtonian analysis. 
A valuable source book for anyone 
responsible for, or interested in, 
organizational safety.’ 
                                
                                Steven P. Bezman, 
                     Aviation safety researcher

‘As with all Dekker’s books, the text 
walks a fine line between making a 
persuasive argument and provoking 
an argument. Love it or hate it, you 
can’t ignore it.’           
                Don Harris, HFI Solutions Ltd 

‘Dekker’s book contributes to the growing debate 
around the nature of retrospective investigations 
of safety-critical situations in complex systems. 
Both provocative and insightful, the author shines 
a powerful light on the severe limits of traditional 
linear approaches.’
                  Rob Robson, Healthcare System Safety                               
                                      and Accountability, Canada
 
‘Today nearly 7 billion people unconsciously 
reshape themselves, their organizations, and  
societies through the use of rapidly-evolving,  
proliferating and miniaturizing technologies   
powered by programs that supersede   
the intellectual grasp of their developers.   
Serious proponents of the next high reliability 
organizations would do well to absorb   
Drift into Failure.’
      Jerry Poje, Founding Board Member of the U.S.    
    Chemical Safety and Hazard Investigation Board

‘ In Drift into Failure, Dekker shows how   
reductionist analysis – breaking the system   
down until we find the “broken part” – does   
not explain why accidents in complex systems 
occur. Dekker introduces the systems approach. 
Reductionism delivers an inventory of broken parts; 
Dekker’s book offers a genuine possibility of future 
prevention. The systems approach may allow us to 
Drift into Success.’
                                           John O’Meara, HAZOZ

Why you should 
read this book...

Ordering details overleaf, quote promotional codes



Also by Sydney Dekker

Just Culture
Balancing Safety and Accountability
Sidney Dekker, Lund University, Sweden
‘This book is fascinating because it is simply written and makes you understand the world of the judiciary and why 
“an honest mistake” can become a crime. A must-read for every regulator and Ops Manager if we want to retain our 
present incident reporting systems as a major contributor to safety.’
                                                                                                                                                                   The Controller

A just culture protects people’s honest mistakes from being seen as culpable. But what is an honest mistake, or rather, 
when is a mistake no longer honest? Drawing on his experience with practitioners (in nursing, air traffic control and 
professional aviation) whose errors were turned into crimes, Dekker lays out a new view of just culture. This book will 
help you to create an environment where learning and accountability are fairly and constructively balanced. 

2007 Paperback          166 pages 978-0-7546-7267-8 £20.00
2007 Hardback          166 pages 978-0-7546-7266-1 £55.00

ebook 978-0-7546-8997-3
http://www.ashgate.com/isbn/9780754672678

Special offer: 
Save 20% when you buy all three of these      
Sidney Dekker books in paperbacks as a single order.

Drift into Failure £20.00 + The Field Guide to      
Understanding Human Error £20.00 + Just Culture £20.00 = £60.00 £48.00
More details overleaf...

The Field Guide to Understanding Human Error
Second Edition
Sidney Dekker, Lund University, Sweden
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The old ‘Bad Apple Theory’ of human error promotes the idea that a system is basically safe, with the exception of a 
few unreliable people. Breaking new ground beyond its successful predecessor, The Field Guide to Understanding 
Human Error guides you through the traps and misconceptions of the old view. Sidney Dekker presents the view that 
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