
One of the most significant changes in 
the management of risk in the aviation 
industry is the increasing reliance on 
safety management systems (SMS). 
These ‘systems’ consist of a tailored risk 
assessment undertaken by the airline 
that generates the risk. The level of safe-
ty to be achieved can be determined in 
three ways – it may be at the airlines’ 
discretion; it may be defined by the 
regulator; or, as is increasingly the case, 
it may be ostensibly ‘defined’ by the 
regulator but so loosely that in practice 
the level of safety is determined by the 
airline. It seems that regulators may be 
fearful of producing rules that leave 
airlines hamstrung for years, yet other-
wise regulators have to regulate; writing 
rules that place a firm requirement to 
actively do something nebulous can 
seem like a good compromise. Moreover, 
regulators stand to gain from the SMS 
approach because it transfers responsi-
bility from the regulator to the airlines. 
Regulators that mandate an explicit 
quantifiable level of safety are potential-
ly liable if that level proves insufficient 
to prevent an accident; SMS puts regu-



customer) from blame and claims of 
greater productivity for a given level 
of safety compliance, become potential-
ly biasing factors that undermine the 
intent of the SMS. 

Because the effectiveness of an SMS 
depends so much on the will of the op-
erator, SMS may make safe operators 
safer and other operators less safe. Con-
flicting interest is a fly in the ointment 
of SMS. The control of such conflicts is 

too often assumed 
to be sufficiently 
safeguarded by 
vague, easily coerced, 

aspirational factors such as 
‘trust’ and ‘safety culture’. 

In general, not only might trust-based 
SMS not work if there are conflicting 
interests, they might make things much 
worse. If instead of policing traffic 
speeds, we relied on drivers’ self-reports 

of their speeding violations, 
not only might we expect 
drivers to not report their 

speeding but also that they 
might speed more often. SMS, if 

not sufficiently safeguarded against con-
flicting interests, particularly regulatory 
interest, can be a na�.9998 443.6813 148.6935 Tm
[(not o a ( )]TJ
E6uo
8 -0.0628 8.9998 264.0905 112.159 Tm
[(aspir)0.5 (ational6u 76/Lang (en-GB)/MCID 2758 >>BDC 
BT
8.9998 0.06T
8.9998 0.9981a8998 0.c -0.052171.681TJ
ET
Ema)5TJ
ET
undEMC 
/Spmine  (ly )]TJ
MCID 27g (e755 >>BDC (ational6u 76/Lang (en-GB)/MCID 2758 >>B7708 159.723 0ir)0.he))0.h87 rg
/GS0 gs
/T1_1 
3.f8 0.06T
8.9998 0.9981a8998 0.c -0.00.5 54.852 (ht maRob Hu35 905 112C (ational6u 76/Lang (en-GB)/MCID 2758 >>B7173 105.4927 T T Trg
/GS1 gs
/T1_0 
3.f8 0.06T
8.9998 0.9981a8998 0.c4006feg)/Md a7 (ht ma is H660ato)0.5]TJFl )]TJSMCID 27g (e ay regulato)0.5 (ry)-15 ( )]TJ
ET
EMC 
/Span <</ anunarticularly regulatory 


