
Air  Traffic  Controller:  working  in  HRO  between  efficiency  and
safety

The purpose of the study is to analyze the individual, organizational
and cross-levels  mechanisms that  increase reliability  and ensure
safe  and  efficient  performances  in  organizations.  Accordingly,
adopting  the  point  of  view of  the  sociology  of  organization,  the
study explores how organizations, which operate in high-risk and
complex  organizational  settings,  build  reliability  in  their  daily
working activities. It focus the attention to a specific high-reliability
organization, the Air Traffic Control Officers (ATCOs). 

ATCOs have to deal with increasing and new challenges, basically
due to both the growth in air traffic observed in the last years and
the continuous innovation in technology. Through the description
and analysis of the main findings of an ethnographic research, the
study offer key insights in addressing the problem on how this type
of organizations can anticipate and manage unexpected negative
outcomes in contexts which are increasingly  complex,  uncertain,
ambiguous and changeable.

The study can be considered innovative in the organization studies’
field  for  many  aspects;  in  particular,  the  main  original  factors
regard:  the  object  of  the  study  and  the  theoretical-analytical
framework.

ATCO is a career like few others. It is a high skilled job, quite well
paid, and with an increasing crucial role in the modern societies.
ATCOs  are  used  to  operate  under  pressure,  in  extremely  risk
environments,  ensuring  low  error  rates  and  high  reliable
performances. Nevertheless, on the one hand, people usually do not
know exactly what ATCOs do and where and how they work. On the
other hand, the organizational and sociological studies dealing with
this  profession  are  scant  in  comparison  with  empirical  studies
dedicated  to  other  professions  (for  instance,  pilots,  doctors,  or
nuclear engineers). Indeed, the last sociological study dealing with
the ATCO profession dates back to the 1990s. Since then, important
technological  and  management  innovation  have  deeply  modified
the organizational setting in which ATCOs operate, and the traffic
volumes ATCOs should manage have constantly increased. Those
statements clearly identify a gap of knowledge: the study intends to
be a good starting point in order to fill this gap.

Methodology:

The  study  presents  some  of  the  most  relevant  findings  of  an
ethnographic research conducted with Italian Air Traffic Controller
Officers (ATCOs) in 2014. Through the narrations of work practices
the study shows how ATCOs build organizational reliability in their
daily actions and interactions. The researchers followed the ATCOs
during their working hours, observing their behaviors, actions and
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social  interactions,  as  well  as  the  organizational  environment  in
which they operate. The field research involved the Area Control
Centers (ACCs) and the Aerodrome Control Towers (TWRs) of Milan
and  Rome,  which  are  the  main  Italian  air  junctions.  The
ethnographic  approach  allowed  grasping  the  daily  practices  of
ATCOs, ensuring an entrance within their world, which is quite rare
if  we  look  at  the  available  studies  dealing  with  high-risk
professions.
Participant  observation,  interviews  and  focus  groups  with  the
ATCOs allowed to observe and explicate the ways in which people
in particular work settings come to understand, take action and
manage their day-to-day situation in high risky environment. 

With  reference  to  the  inferential  reasoning  that  study  examines
three types of reasoning: deductive, inductive, and abductive. First,
the three types of reasoning are described by presenting several
work episodes. Second, the relevance of each type of reasoning for
each  operative  position  considering  the  characteristics  of  the
environment  ATCOs  should  face  is  analyzed.  After  that,  the
strength and weaknesses of each type of reasoning in increasing
reliable and safe operation are examined. In conclusion, the impact
of the three types of reasoning on the processes of standardization
–  rules  and  procedures  definition  –  and  adaptation  –
implementation of rules and procedure in practice – ATCOs develop
are discussed.
With  reference  to  the  Non-Technical  Skills  (NTSs),  they  are
analyzed  by  presenting several  ATCOs’  work  episodes,  following
previous studies on the topic. Moreover, in this study, the NTSs are
related to the operative positions, as well as the characteristics of
the  environment  ATCOs  should  face  and  manage.  Accordingly,
NTSs  are  grouped  within  ‘application  models’  in  which  the
significance  of  each  NTSs  in  order  to  ensure  safe  and  reliable
operations is discussed.
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