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» Founder & CEO, Daedalus Safety Group

» Specialist in system-level safety design for
high-risk environments

» 30+ years in OHS/security auditing, consulting, and
custom training

» Certified auditor for COR, 1SO 45001, and ISO 9001

» Known for leveraging neuroscience and human
behaviour into practical safety strategies

» Works extensively with corporate teams in several
industries (construction, oil/gas, rail, public
transport, mining/tunneling, maritime,
manufacturing)




You’ve Seen This
Before
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» Crew setting long-span trusses on a familiar
barn layout

» Skid-steer operator doing daily pre-ops

» Carpenter stepping over an unguarded
mezzanine edge

*These aren’t careless workers. These are your
best people. And yet these are the exact
moments where serious incidents happen.

edit: Getty Images

Why? That’s the question we’re here to answer.




We Call It
Complacency...

But what’s actually happening is something
different:

Habituation — a neurological filtering
process

Complacency implies a choice. Habituation
happens without choice. And if we don’t
understand the difference, we end up
looking for answers to the wrong question




Where | First Saw
|t
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A brief story from Afghanistan:

Even in life-or-death environments, our
brains filtered out familiar patterns. Not
because we were careless — but because
we were human.
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Complacency vs.

Habituation \/

Complacency Habituation

Conscious choice Automatic neurological process
“I'll skip this step” Brain filters out repetition
Attitude problem Biological efficiency mechanism
Training helps System design required

*This is the pivot point. Once you see the difference, everything else starts to
make sense.




What your Brain is
Actually Doing
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» Habituation reduces attention to
repeated stimuli

» Happens below conscious awareness
» Conserves cognitive energy

» Universal across species

Your brain is a prediction machine. When something
becomes familiar, it stops demanding attention. That’s not a
flaw — that’s efficiency
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How Habituation Works

New Task

Attention is at its peak due to novelty and high
cognitive demand. Engagement is strong, and error

rates are low.

Familiar Task

Attention moderately declines as routine sets in. Mind

wandering increases, and vigilance may decrease.

Highly Repetitive Task

Attention drops significantly due ton
Engagement is low, error rates rise

slow.

ASSOCIATION



Why Construction
is the Perfect
Storm
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Repetitive barn/shop layouts
Long stretches of identical tasks
Same crews for months
Predictable sequences

Equipment used the same way daily
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Pressure to beat weather

Your industry is built on repetition. That’s great for
efficiency — and terrible for attention.




What the
Habituation Trap
Looks Like

Workers stop noticing hazards that stay the same
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Familiar tasks become automatic and effortless
Visual cues fade into the background
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“I’ve done this a thousand times” becomes the
default mindset

v

Risk perception drops even when the hazard hasn’t
changed

» People feel confident — right up until the moment
something goes wrong

These aren’t bad workers. These are predictable outcomes of
habituation.




Why “Pay
Attention”
Doesn’t Work
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» It fights biology

» The brain filters out repeated hazards
automatically

» Familiar tasks trigger reduced attention over
time

» Willpower cannot override neurological
automation

The solution isn’t more attention — it’s designing work so
attention isn’t the only line of defense.




Research That
Proves it
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» Heinrich 1931: outdated “unsafe acts”
model

» Diane Vaughan: normalization of deviance
» Sidney Dekker: human error is a symptom

» Modern neuroscience: the brain suppresses
signals it has seen before — hazards become
“background noise”

Incidents involving experienced workers typically aren’t caused by complacency.
They’re caused by predictable, measurable neurological processes that our
systems haven’t been designed to handle




Designing Systems
That Break the
Trap
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Task rotation
Environmental variation
Required pause points
Pattern interrupts
Buddy checks

Randomized inspections
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These aren’t gimmicks. They’re cognitive resets.
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Rethinking
Incident
Investigations
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Why Traditional Investigations Fall Short

>

Start from the assumption that someone wasn’t
paying attention

Focus on behaviour instead of conditions
Treat “complacency” as a personal flaw

Repeat the same findings which produce
corrective actions without improving outcomes

Lead to frustration for supervisors and workers
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Rethinking Incident Investigations

Old Investigations

Focus on the worker

“Why didn't they pay attention?”

Assumes attention is a choice

Searches for rule violations

Retraining or discipline

Treats incidents as individual failures

Corrective actions don't change conditions

A complacency-only mindset guarantees we keep solving the wrongpra

New Investigations

Focus on the system

“What made the environment so predictable?”

Recognizes attention is biologically limited

Searches for repetition and patterns

Environmental or workflow changes

Treats incidents as system signals

Corrective actions reduce predictability



Leading Indicators
That Matter
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Frequency of pattern changes
Variability in inspection routes
Number of pause-points used
Crew rotation consistency

Near-miss reporting trends
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Environmental changes introduced

If habituation drives risk, then the indicators that matter most are the ones that
measure how often we disrupt it. 16
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The Hard Truth
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Habituation isn’t a worker problem
You can’t train it away

You can’t discipline it away

You can’t “motivate” attention

Only system design changes behaviour

Leaders control the conditions, not the
biology
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The Hard Truth (continued)

What Doesn’t Work What Does Work

Telling workers to “pay attention” Changing patterns and conditions
More training Introducing variability

More rules Designing attention resets
Discipline or blame Reducing predictability traps
Motivational talks System-level interventions
Behaviour focus Environment focus

You can’t fix biology with blame — only system design changes behaviour




Closing Message
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Habituation will happen.

The question is whether your systems are
designed to catch it or overlook it.

This is the shift that changes everything.




Thank you!
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I’m happy to take questions — or debate —
because this topic always sparks great
conversations.

* All images used under Creative Commons or fair dealing for educational purposes.
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