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Outcomes
Participants will:

Understand Just Culture as 
part of systems theory-based 
safety management

Gain access to additional 
resources for learning more

Learn practical, tested 
strategies for how to apply 
Just Culture to their camp’s 
prevention of & response to 
incidents

Learn how to evaluate their 
organization’s safety culture 
and use of Just Culture

Understand how Just 
Culture is defined and 
applied across industries



Principal Concepts

Just Culture means a practice of seeking and addressing the underlying causes of an 
incident, rather than reflexively blaming the person closest to the mishap

Applying Just Culture benefits camps (and other organizations) by a) treating people fairly, 
and b) helping effectively address the full set of causes of incidents 

Just Culture is an expression a risk management approach informed by complex systems 
theory

Just Culture is a part of an organization's safety culture, and is found in the beliefs and 
values that drive behavior

Practices that show Just Culture include encouraging staff to report incidents without fear 
of reprisal, and seeking underlying causes in incident, risk management, and accreditation 
reviews

















Contributing Factors

• The Course Director was busy facilitating a high ropes element, and not free to be a 
safety monitor. 

• The Course Director (who was also the Program Director) was new in their job, and 
felt they might not be fully qualified for the Course Director position at the ropes 
course.

• The facilitator on the launch platform was new. They had completed some training, 
but not the new, enhanced ropes course training the organization was in the 
process of implementing.

• The incident occurred at the final moments of the day, when facilitators may have 
been tired.

• The ladder is very heavy, making it more difficult to move back and forth, and more 
dangerous in a collision.



Recommendations

1. Ensure sufficient staff are on site for safety supervision, through changing recruiting 
and HR practice

2. Ensure all staff complete the full set of training activities before working at the 
ropes course

3. Review training materials for all program activities to ensure they are sufficiently 
thorough

4. Reduce director-level turnover, to support better supervision of activities and 
facilitator staff

5. Improve documentation of procedures for Zipline operation

6. Create a series of “Clear on the ground!” commands, similar to on-belay climbing 
commands, to ensure participants are released from the launch platform only when 
ground area is clear

7. Lower zip line cable so a smaller, lighter ladder can be used



Just Culture

When an error occurs:

• Don’t automatically blame the person
• Look for the underlying systems that led to the error

Focus is on what went wrong, not who caused the 

problem

This has two benefits:

1. It empowers people to report incidents, and 

2. It helps the organization resolve the underlying safety 
issues



Just Culture

Distinguish between honest, human errors, and intentional 

bad acts

Human mistakes: 

• A learning opportunity for organization and its staff

• Coaching, training and similar support may be provided

Gross negligence (willful misconduct) and reckless behavior:

• Disciplinary action applied 

• Also treated as a learning opportunity

Safety, But With Accountability



Risk Domains Model



Risk Domains Model

Manage risks in risk domains with 

policies, procedures, values and systems



Just Culture and ACA

• ACA standards 

comprehensive & 

high quality

• Don’t appear to fully 
employ complex STS 

theory

• Internal camp processes can add Just Culture elements



Culture

What is Culture?

An integrated pattern of individual and organizational 
behavior, based on shared beliefs and values



Behavior Springs from Beliefs and Values

Actions--like leaves and stems, visible

Values and beliefs--like soil and roots, invisible



Safety Culture

What is Safety Culture?

The influence of organizational culture on safety

Specifically: the values, beliefs, and behaviors that affect the extent to which 
safety is emphasized over competing goals

Customer 
service 

satisfaction
Financial 

performance

Safety

Business 
growth

Equity & 
inclusion

Etc.



Evaluating Safety Culture

Leadership From the 
Top. Top leaders actively 
support safety.

Characteristics of Positive Safety Culture

Inclusion. Everyone is 
involved in safety.

Collaboration. Staff work 
together on safety.

Culture of Questioning.
It’s okay to question 
authority on safety.

Suffusion. Safety spreads 
through all values, tasks, 
& processes.

Just Culture. Individuals 
are not punished for 
honest mistakes.

Effective Communication. 
Staff communicate about 
safety between all levels. 

Safety culture survey at 
viristar.com/aca-just-culture

viristar.com/aee-risk


Just Culture in Safety Culture

Actions

• When an incident occurs, we seek to understand the underlying 

causes, and not automatically blame the person closest to the incident

• We proactively look at all risk domains when planning for safety 

Values 

• Treating staff respectfully

• Using the most effective approaches for preventing loss

Belief

• Incidents often have multiple causes



Applying Just Culture

Accreditation 

Reviews

Risk Management

Reviews
Incident ReviewsIncident Reports

No reprisal for 
submitting

Discuss in training, 
documents

Go beyond 
linear standards 
to assess safety 
culture

Systems-informed: 
addresses all 
domains

Systems-informed: 
addresses all 
domains



Application: Incident Reports



Application: RM Review



Application: RM Review



Recommendations

1. Ensure sufficient staff are on site for safety supervision, through changing recruiting and 
HR practice

2. Ensure all staff complete the full set of training activities before working at the ropes 
course

3. Review training materials for all program activities to ensure they are sufficiently thorough

4. Reduce director-level turnover, to support better supervision of activities and facilitator 
staff

5. Improve documentation of procedures for Zipline operation

6. Create a series of “Clear on the ground!” commands, similar to on-belay climbing 
commands, to ensure participants are released from the launch platform only when 
ground area is clear

7. Lower zip line cable so a smaller, lighter ladder can be used

Application: Incident Review





For More Information

Risk Management for Outdoor 

Programs: A Guide to Safety in Outdoor 

Education, Recreation and Adventure

Risk Management for Outdoor Programs

40 hour online training, held over 4 weeks



Outcomes
Participants will:

Understand Just Culture as 
part of systems theory-based 
safety management

Gain access to additional 
resources for learning more

Learn practical, tested 
strategies for how to apply 
Just Culture to their camp’s 
prevention of & response to 
incidents

Learn how to evaluate their 
organization’s safety culture 
and use of Just Culture

Understand how Just 
Culture is defined and 
applied across industries



Principal Concepts

Just Culture means a practice of seeking and addressing the underlying causes of an 
incident, rather than reflexively blaming the person closest to the mishap

Applying Just Culture benefits camps (and other organizations) by a) treating people fairly, 
and b) helping effectively address the full set of causes of incidents 

Just Culture is an expression a risk management approach informed by complex systems 
theory

Just Culture is a part of an organization's safety culture, and is found in the beliefs and 
values that drive behavior

Practices that show Just Culture include encouraging staff to report incidents without fear 
of reprisal, and seeking underlying causes in incident, risk management, and accreditation 
reviews
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