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An evidence summary inspired by safety discussions held at the WUTH Safety Summit 

What is human factors? 
Human factors (sometimes called ergonomics) is the scientific study of 
the behaviour of individuals, their interactions with each other and 
with their environment.  Human factors offers ways to minimise and 
mitigate human limitations to reduce error.   
 

Why are human factors a patient safety concern? 
Human factor principles can be applied in the identification, 
assessment and management of patient safety risks, and in the 
analysis of incidents to identify learning and corrective actions1. 
 

How is human factors being used in the NHS? 
In 2016 the Care Quality Commission produced a briefing which 
discusses the need for a change in the way that serious incidents are 
investigated and managed in the NHS.  It recommended the use of 
human factors principles “to develop solutions that reduce the risk of 
the same incidents happening again”2.   
 
The National Reporting and Learning Service (NRLS) encourages 
healthcare organisations to foster a culture of patient safety and to 
consider human factors when designing and implementing systems 
and process3.  A safety culture is where staff within an organisation 
have a constant and active awareness of the potential for things to go 
wrong. Both the staff and the organisation are able to acknowledge 
mistakes, learn from them, and take action to put things right. 
 
Some NHS Trusts are incorporating human factors training for staff. 
Based on real events, Doncaster Royal Infirmary has created the 
film Gina’s Story4.  The film demonstrates how human factors errors 
can have serious implications for patient safety and how simple 
process changes can make a big difference. 

Royal College of Nursing5 

A number of useful websites are available to support implementation of human factors in healthcare.  Please 
contact the Library & Knowledge Service (see below) for full details. 
 
Further reading 
1. Human factors in healthcare: A concordat from the National Quality Board, NHS England, 2013  
2. Learning from serious incidents in NHS acute hospitals, Care Quality Commission (CQC), 2016 
3. Human factors and patient safety culture, National Reporting and Learning System - National Patient 

Safety Agency 
4. The Human Factor: Learning from Gina's Story, You Tube, 2014 
5. Patient safety and human factors, Royal College of Nursing  
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