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Abstract: Although rules support people while executing tasks, they are not the same as work-as-
done. It can be impossible to follow the rules and finish the job at the same time. In this study,
the objective is to better understand the stakes and interests that lie behind retaining gaps between
work-as-prescribed and work-as-done, mapping the benefits and fears of noncompliance. The
study was conducted along the vertical hierarchy of an operational flight squadron of the Royal
Netherlands Air Force. We applied a qualitative survey research methodology using semi-structured
interviews, complemented by an investigation of relevant documents. We found a public and political
commitment to compliance made by the Dutch Department of Defence, which reinforces a cycle
of issuing promises followed by pressure to keep the promise. This contradicts the found need for
adaptation and freedom to use expertise. The official safety narrative seems to convey a hidden
message—bad things happen to bad people, reminiscent of a bogeyman. One opportunity to resolve
the situation is a doctrine change, changing prescriptive rules to guidelines.

Keywords: rules; compliance; noncompliance; local ingenuity; adaptation; safety

1. Introduction

Rules and procedures help people to remember steps in a task under varying cir-
cumstances, ensure that people can work together effectively, function as organisational
memory to indicate how processes work and as a means of identifying deviations that
might be problematic [1]. Some rules and procedures are based on previous experiences
that operators have not encountered themselves. However, rules and procedures are not the
same as work-as-done [2]. Work takes place in a context of limited resources and multiple
goals and pressures as well as surprises, constraints and novelty. In many cases, it can be
impossible to follow the rules and finish the job at the same time [3,4]. Work as actually
done is often more complex than that which can ever be captured in rules and proce-
dures [5,6]. Referring to these as “workarounds” [7] or “violations” [8] is judgemental and
misguided. Realising that there is a push–pull between centralising (through procedural
compliance and top-down control) and decentralising is not new (cf. [9]). Leaning toward
decentralisation, for instance, 19th century Prussian military commanders were urged to
not order more supplies than absolutely necessary, and not plan beyond the situations
they could foresee, thus empowering their subordinates to deviate and adapt, as long as it
helped meet the organisation’s or mission’s intent [10].

In modern military organisations, particularly those held to the rule of law, media
scrutiny and democratic parliamentary accountability, the push–pull can be intense between
upholding an image of strict, law-abiding compliance while retaining flexible, adaptive
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capacity. The conflict is typically pushed down into local operating units on the various op-
erational frontlines, with stakeholders up and down the hierarchy silently hoping nothing
will happen to blow the conflict into full view (and if it does, blaming individual operator
error or violations is still a convenient way out [11,12]). In recent work, we described the
necessary adaptations to work-as-prescribed—the description and formalisation of work
in rules and procedures [13]—as “local ingenuity”. These can congeal into routines that
are part of the regular (though “hidden curriculum”) repertoire of operators. They remain
relatively invisible to management, were not originally intended and are not included in
any existing rule base [14] even though they are part of the informal work system (includ-
ing informal instruction to novices) (see [15,16]). Local ingenuity is an expression of care,
commitment, expertise and experience, as well as professionalism and judgement. All
are necessary to accomplish a task when rules and procedures are insufficient or actively
hostile to achieving goals and completing the mission [17–19].

Picking up where our recent work on local ingenuity [14] left off, in this present paper
we dig more deeply into the interests that lie behind retaining the status quo. There is a
gap between work-as-prescribed and work-as-done—the way work is actually done [13].
In our approach, the objective is to better understand (if not eventually offer stakeholders
the means with which to breach) the stalemate by mapping the benefits and fears of
noncompliance and the stakes and interests that lie behind both such noncompliance and
its denial.

1.1. Conflicting Paradigms

Two paradigms regarding rules and compliance can be distinguished. In the top-down
classical, rational approach to rules, rules and procedures are seen as desirable, neces-
sary and unavoidable ways to direct and control human behaviour. Violating these rules
and procedures is seen as negative behaviour that needs to be understood in order to be
suppressed, as every violation means a first step towards causing an accident [1]. An alter-
native approach is constructivist, viewing rules as dynamic, local, situated constructions of
operators as experts [1]. In this paradigm, the reason for violating procedures is found in
that multiple, conflicting and implicit goals must be reached [20]. A difference between the
way work is assumed or imagined to be done and the way it is actually done is unavoid-
able [21]. Translation and adaptation are inevitable, and violations are necessary when rules
and reality do not match [1]. Furthermore, rules and procedures can lead to diminishing
expertise and even to the situation where people stop thinking all together [22]. Under
the duress of conflicting goals, employees can do their work because they can innovate
and improvise outside the rules and procedures [21]. We conducted this study from the
constructivist paradigm regarding rules and compliance, because research shows that the
classical paradigm does not solve the gaps between work as done and prescribed. Rules
and procedures can never fully describe all possible situations employees will encounter
nor fully describe exactly how the work should be done [23]. Expecting people to adhere
to rules that do not match practice does not add to safety; adaptation, even if this means
non-adherence, can add to safety [24]. The classical paradigm therefore seems to result in a
stalemate. Since less is known about the constructivist paradigm, it seems worthwhile to
study whether or not it resolves the gaps between work as done and prescribed.

1.2. Population of Interest

The study was conducted along the vertical hierarchy, starting in a flight squadron
and ending with the commander of the Dutch air force, the RNLAF. Within a hierarchal
organisation such as the RNLAF, what is deemed acceptable and unacceptable (what is
needed and allowed) is conveyed through the chain of command. On studying the enduring
difference between the way work is done and prescribed, it makes sense to expand the
original study [14] to include the entire chain of command.

The flight squadron was originally sought out to study how two conflicting paradigms
regarding rule perception and management affect goal realisation in an operational setting
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through the identification of local ingenuity [14]. To understand why the difference between
the way work is done and prescribed or is intended to remain as a status quo despite
the undesirability, we focused on the same squadron. This required us to include the
vertical hierarchy of the RNLAF in our scope, up to and including the commander. We
also included the Military Aviation Authority (MAA) in our study, as many rules that
govern this squadron’s operational activities derive from there. The expansion resulted
in three focus groups: operators, senior management (the chain of command) and rule
maker/enforcers (the MAA).

The flight squadron is an operational unit containing 55 male employees, aged between
22 and 45, and some 30 aircraft. The squadron activities include flight planning, briefing,
debriefing, line maintenance, and ancillary support activities. The squadron’s home base is
one of the Dutch airfields, but it is also active in other North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) countries for joint exercises, and on deployment missions elsewhere. The goals
of the squadron under study are to maximise the individual’s potential by developing
their skills and building expertise, executing the missions assigned to the squadron by the
air force commander and their delegates within the appropriate budget, and performing
this safely. An overall RNLAF goal is being compliant with existing regulations, rules,
and procedures.

From strict to less strict, the RNLAF has to deal with laws, such as the Aviation Act, and
with civil regulations from the International Civil Aviation Organisation, the Joint Aviation
Authorities and the European Aviation Safety Agency. Furthermore, the RNLAF is im-
pacted by rules from the European Defence Agency and NATO standardisation agreements
(STANAG) and rules from the MAA such as the military aviation regulations, acceptable
means of compliance and guidance materials. Finally, there are RNLAF rules regarding
the operation of the aircraft, flight operations as well as the exceptions or temporary rules,
standard operating procedures, guidelines and checklists.

The RNLAF is part of the Dutch Department of Defence (DoD). The DoD is a political
instrument that has suffered from a decade of budget cuts, while political ambition and
the expected output have remained the same. This has created tension within the DoD:
budget cuts led to downsizing—which subsequently led to reduced inflow and many
vacancies—and an increasing pressure to deliver the expected output with a reduced
work force.

Since 2018, all DoD incidents and accidents that are classified as “big” in terms of
consequences (damage to people, environment and/or equipment) are investigated by the
Defence Safety Inspectorate. These investigation reports, as well as the formal response of
the DoD to the House of Representatives, are made public. The recommendations made by
the Inspectorate are translated by Central Staff (Central Staff is the upper layer of the Dutch
Department of Defence, responsible for policy. It directs the ministry’s activities, allocates
the defence budget and monitors defence spending.) of the DoD into rules, policy and
safety measures for the armed forces investigated. Since its establishment, the Inspectorate
has conducted five investigations regarding RNLAF incidents and accidents.

The RNLAF has the ambition to improve its competitive advantage under the umbrella
term “fifth-generation air force” (5GAF). This means the RNLAF embraces terms such as
ownership, continuous learning and reflection, adaptability, resilience, agility and flexibility.
In a time when the opponent has access to the same technology and equipment, the RNLAF
considers the air force employee key in making the difference [25].

2. Methodology

We applied a qualitative survey research methodology complemented by an investiga-
tion of relevant documents. We conducted qualitative thematic analysis and triangulation
based on the gathered interview and document data, focussed on exnovation [26] to ensure
an accurate description of the way operators perform day-to-day work. Because only the
first author (LB), an inside researcher, conducted the interviews, specific attention was
given to the concept of “researcher-as-instrument” [27]. As the co-authors were external
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researchers and would also be involved in data analysis, it made sense to first consider
the impact of the concept on categorisation, analysis and interpretation of the data [28].
Beforehand, the authors agreed on the interview questions and decided that the interviews
would be transcribed to exclude subjective representation. Previous studies show that a
researcher must be both reflective and reflexive to build trust with the interviewees and
ensure they provide detailed information [29]. A trusting relationship was ensured as LB
was familiar with the population of interest and knew all the interviewees. LB has worked
for the RNLAF for over 23 years, including 17 years as an aviation psychologist. RNLAF
operators are used to openly discussing all sorts of topics, including non-adherence to rules,
with aviation psychologists.

2.1. Interviews

To collect data, we held semi-structured interviews with twelve people, ranging from
pilots of the squadron to the RNLAF commander. All interviewees have a prominent role
in the fulfilment of airpower, although the upper ranks have not been active operators
for at least 10–15 years. All interviewees are male. The age range is 30–44 years for the
operational unit and 45–59 years among the remaining eight interviewees.

Four of the 12 interviewees were identified by their involvement in the previous
investigation. These four represent the ranks that can be obtained in the operational
unit. We identified the consecutive commanding officers up to the RNLAF commander
as eight additional interviewees for the four primary interviewees. All interviewees were
specifically chosen because of their knowledge of enduring differences between the way
work is done and prescribed and/or ability to influence these differences. The interviewees
are divided into three groups, rule users (interviewees 1 to 4), leaders (interviewees 5 to 9)
and rule makers/enforcers (interviewees 10 to 12). To ensure anonymity, all participants
are referred to by code (i.e., interviewee 1, etc.).

We approached the interviewees by email, explaining the study objective and the
relevance to the organisation. Participation was voluntary and the participants signed
an informed consent form attesting to their understanding and approval of the study.
The semi-structured interviews lasted approximately one hour and were recorded and
transcribed to provide accurate records for analysis. Recordings were deleted and only the
anonymised transcriptions were stored.

The interview guide included four main questions as discussion topics:

• Do the interviewees recognise a difference between the way work is done and the way
work is prescribed in their own work experience?

• Is a difference between work-as-done and work-as-prescribed considered undesirable?
• Why is the difference between the way work is done and prescribed not solved?
• Can the current set of rules and procedures match the dynamic complexity of

flight operations?

Examples of follow-up questions are:

• Can you give an example of a difference between the way work is done and prescribed?
• Is a 100% compliance attainable considering the goals that need to be attained?
• Are operators allowed to adapt rules to a situation they encounter?
• Why are operators reluctant to use their discretionary space?
• How can rules and procedures be aligned with the dynamic complexity of

flight operations?

During the interview, we presented three examples of goal conflicts between compli-
ance and executing the flight mission and asked interviewees for their opinion and advice.
Taken from our past research, the three examples are:

1. When fire fighter capacity is low, airport regulations state that large passenger-
carrying helicopters are not allowed to take off or land at the airbase. In this case, the
helicopters land and pick up passengers at a suitable spot outside the airbase, where
airport regulations do not apply.
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2. Due to budget cuts one airbase is active only three days a week. The area is often used
for training purposes. If a pilot needs a precautionary landing on one of this airbase’s
inactive days, airport regulations state that the helicopter will not be able to take off
after repairs are finished. A precautionary landing outside this airbase does not meet
these restrictions, hence taking off is allowed.

3. Out on a training exercise a helicopter needed repairs. Since it was not stationed at
home base, the equipment needed to comply with the regulations for “working at
heights” was not, and could not be made, available. The crew chose not to comply
and did the repairs without being secured. This resulted in an operational helicopter
and a successful training exercise.

2.2. Document Study

We studied five incident/accident investigation reports and the formal responses of
the Department of Defence to the House of Representatives. These investigation reports are:

1. Self-shooting: on 21 January 2019, an F-16, the follow-on aircraft in a formation of
two, conducted a shooting session over the Vliehors. During the flight, the F-16 fired
its on-board gun at a practice target [30].

2. Dangerous goods: on 24 February 2016, officers from the Military Hazardous Sub-
stances Control Corps found an oxygen cylinder violation regarding its testing, la-
belling and release for road transport. The investigation committee made six recom-
mendations. During a debate in the House of Representatives, a request was made to
the government to commission an independent investigation into the implementation
of the recommendations [31].

3. Risks identified: from 17 to 19 June 2019, 14 students were on professional practice
training at Woensdrecht Air Base and the nearby Ossendrecht military training ground.
At 08.29 a.m. Wednesday morning, while preparing the assignment for the day, the
group was unexpectedly caught in a thunderstorm. Some students were struck by
lightning and one of them was seriously injured [32].

4. Weak signals: the Defence Safety Inspectorate announced a study at the end of 2019
to gain insight into the handling of minor incidents at Defence and thereby strengthen
the learning capability of the organisation. The research focuses on the function of
signalling of minor incidents and the influencing factors [33].

5. NH-90 helicopter crash: on Sunday 19 July 2020, an NH-90 maritime helicopter with
a four-man crew practised both approaches and deck landings on the patrol ship Zr.
Ms Groningen. During the execution of a deck landing circuit, the helicopter hit the
water. The two crew members in the cockpit did not survive the accident [34].

These investigation reports are publicly available. The document study was enriched
by the long experience of the first author (LB), who has spent years as an aviation psycholo-
gist working with and observing the population of interest.

2.3. Data Analysis

LB conducted and transcribed the interviews, RB and VS read the transcriptions. LB
used NVivo software to code and analyse the transcripts. The first level of analysis consisted
of coding relevant sections line by line [35], resulting in categories of data called nodes.
Using inductive open coding, nodes were created bottom-up, emerging from the data rather
than by applying a theoretical framework from the literature, although some nodes could
refer to concepts found in the literature. Theoretical saturation was reached as the final
three interviews generated no new information regarding our research questions [36]. The
transcripts were coded using the previously created nodes. No new nodes were needed.

A total of 93 nodes were created. LB revised these twice to minimise overlap, to
confirm a label accurately represented the findings and to make sure they contained a
meaningful amount of data. This work led to the removal of 27 nodes. A third revision
combined the various nodes pertaining to the three example cases. Then, overly sensitive
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findings were excluded due to security reasons, resulting in the removal of another 13 nodes.
This left 53 nodes for use in the analysis, which LB discussed with RB and VS.

On the second level of analysis, the co-authors (LB, RB and VS) identified relationships
formed between the nodes, creating underlying themes that each contained several nodes.
This analysis produced a total of 14 themes that seemed most pressing and/or promising
regarding the difference between the way work is done and prescribed. The 14 themes
were subsequently categorised in three overall themes used to describe the research.

As an example of the coding process, Figure 1 presents an excerpt of the transcription
of interview 11. Nodes are set in {brackets} with the highlighted sentences that led to the
node following the label. Three nodes {paper doesn’t match context}, {rules don’t match
operational task} and {rules can’t follow complexity/dynamics} resulted in the sub-theme
of “rules cannot keep up with the complex, dynamic nature” that subsequently became
part of the overall theme “need for adaptation in work”.
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Closely examining the data-based findings in two rounds of discussion, the co-authors
debated the findings until consensus and compared the analysis with the literature.
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3. Findings and Interpretations

The findings are divided into three sections. Sections 3.1 and 3.2 describe findings
related to the importance of compliance and the need for adaptation in work. Section 3.3, en-
during tension, describes the findings related to the tension resulting from the contradiction
between the importance of compliance and the need for adaptation.

3.1. Importance of Compliance

The current study finds that adherence to rules and procedures is considered important
in the population of interest. Rules are seen as the most important means to achieve safety
and compliance. Each interviewee stated that compliance is motivated by the conviction
that rules are important to safety:

I think rules are very important. They exist for a reason. We say rules are written in blood.
(Interviewee 4)

Senior management and rule makers/enforcers regard noncompliance (the difference
between how work is done and prescribed) as undesirable because rules and compliance
function as a safeguard:

A difference between an official regulation that says you’re not allowed to fly when drunk
on alcohol, for instance, and the way work is done is unacceptable. (Interviewee 1)

These findings match the theory espoused by Rasmussen [37], who states that the
work space is defined by rules forthcoming from different domains, creating both safe and
unsafe zones. Safety rules serve to define boundaries to prevent accidents [38]. Rules and
procedures enhance safety in some instances [4].

According to the interviewees, compliance in the RNLAF is also motivated by a fear of
the consequences of noncompliance, meaning fear of personal liability and accountability.

We have these rule books with important rules, and if I break them, I will personally be
held accountable, legally accountable. (Interviewee 2)

The interviewees report that this fear of the consequences can lead to situations where
safety concerns are diminished in favour of compliance.

So, I’m allowed to put the helicopter down on the other side of the airport fence, which
is potentially far more dangerous because it’s an uncontrolled area. [. . . ] But inside
the airport fence, which is controlled terrain, we have rules that don’t let [us put the
helicopter down without sufficient firefighters]. (Interviewee 3)

If you return to base early because of a technical problem, you’re not allowed to land.
I’d have to deviate to an alternate [landing spot] until the fire department has finished
monitoring the refuelling of other helicopters. [. . . ] But the airfield is right there!
(Interviewee 2)

In other words, compliance with rules and procedures is a way to manage the liability
and accountability of an organisation [39].

Senior management reports compliance is an important goal in itself, particularly with
regard to laws (rather than rules made by the organisation):

When it comes to compliance, it’s about hard law, the bottom line. It doesn’t mean you
can’t deviate, but [the deviation] has to be written down. (Interviewee 7)

Additional data confirming that adherence to rules and procedures is considered
important in the population of interest come from the five incident investigation reports.
These reports focus on how work should have been performed and how work-as-done
deviated from how work is prescribed in rules and procedures. Differences between the
way work is done and prescribed are in all five of these reports causally related to the
occurrence. For instance:



Safety 2023, 9, 15 8 of 20

When he was talking to air traffic control he declared an emergency but didn’t make a
PAN or mayday call and he didn’t select the SSR 7700 code as prescribed by regulation.
(document case study 1)

Amidst perceived continuing pressure to validate her existence, the RNLAF is adapts her
processes to the circumstances so that she can do with less. (document case study 5)

People external to the organisation also see rules as the most important means to
achieve safety and compliance. After an incident, the RNLAF promises the regulator,
politics and public to implement new rules, procedures and instructions aimed at prevent-
ing a similar occurrence. With each new incident, the media questions this commitment
and the resulting public debate puts pressure on the DoD to reconfirm and adhere to its
own statements.

Why are things difficult? Because we live in the Netherlands, with crowded air space and
politicians who will not accept that every now and then we’ll drop an aircraft on a school
playground. (Interviewee 12)

This pressure can become so great that noncompliance is expected to have personal
consequences such as the resignation for the minister of defence and chief of defence [40,41].
Compliance, in other words, is a tool needed to control untrustworthy humans who
inevitably make mistakes [39].

From a leader’s perspective, high levels of compliance (and therefore a small number of
exceptions) are more manageable. Compliance with formal rules results in standardisation,
transparency, predictability and control [42,43]:

The certificate means that the organisation is compliant with rules and so has assured
safety to a certain extent. (Interviewee 11)

The only side note rule makers/enforcers make on the ease of the compliance paradigm
is the fact that knowledge of the rules is a prerequisite. However, rule makers/enforcers
believe that knowledge of the existing rule base needs improvement.

No, we just put a person in [a] position because his career needs a post as commanding
officer. Yes, of course, he’s incredibly good at counting stuff, but he doesn’t know [much]
about military aviation regulations. (Interviewee 11)

On the other hand, chances are that general knowledge of the rules has declined
because so many rules are (too) detailed [44], or the notion that experience spreads the
detailed knowledge of rules abundantly [45].

3.2. Need for Adaptation in Work

According to the interviewees, the number of rules is ever increasing, especially after
an incident or accident. This matches the literature as advocated by Antonsen et al. [46]:
new rules created after an occurrence provide an opportunity for an organisation to show
they take safety seriously and try to prevent similar occurrences. The result is an increasing
bureaucratisation of safety [39,42].

My brain is like an iceberg that holds lots of penguins. And with each new rule a new
penguin appears. At some point the iceberg is full, no room for more penguin-rules. And
as I get older, the iceberg starts to melt. In other words, with new rules, penguins fall
off the iceberg. I’m just hoping it will be a penguin-rule about an area I need to avoid,
because my map will show that too [to remind me], and not a the penguin-rule about the
emergency procedure in case of an engine fire. (Interviewee 2)

I don’t think we should have a rule for everything. We just need a general set of rules that
we can use to make the right decisions in situations we haven’t [dealt with] before. But,
take a look at our operations manual. [. . . ] As a pilot you can’t know [all] these rules by
heart. It’s just too many, with 50 exceptions for every rule in the book. (Interviewee 5)
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Reducing the number of rules is seen as a necessity. However, some interviewees are
very sceptical about the feasibility as they expect politicians and society will not accept the
deletion of rules.

Besides signalling the plethora of rules, the current study has identified that the
population of interest often finds it necessary to adapt rules in the execution of a task.

The world is changing much faster than rules of any kind can follow. We cannot even
think that fast. (Interviewee 6)

Every day we feel the tension between trying to fully comply with the rules and doing
our job. (Interviewee 5)

These are examples that no one thought of when writing the rules. (Interviewee 8)

These results match the research by Damoiseaux-Volman et al. [5], which shows that
the difference between rules and the complex nature of work can be substantial. When
comparing the way work is done to the way it is prescribed in guidelines for two tasks in a
medical setting, they found ten and 16 new functions or changes, respectively, indicating
that work-as-done is far more complex than the rules convey.

Most interviewees were adamant: rules cannot keep up with the complex, dynamic
nature of military operations in training situations or mission deployment. When it comes
to less strict rules, most interviewees state that rules can never fully describe every situation
encountered and that it is up to the operators to finish the job. Additionally, in some cases,
it is permissible to deviate:

We have standard operating procedures, but if before a flight you decide to do things
differently, that’s fine, as long as you let your colleagues know. (Interviewee 7)

These results fit the work of Carim et al. [47], who found that dealing with ill-suited
procedures led pilots to use fragments of different checklists to cope with an emergency
situation, therefore adapting the rules that could not follow the far more complicated
situations they encountered.

The interviewees state that one reason rules cannot follow the complexity of daily work
is that they are sometimes outdated and no longer match the context. Operators introduce
a mismatch because they were not involved in writing the rules. Senior management as
well as rule makers/enforcers agree that rules are written by people who do not perform
the tasks themselves.

Policy makers at Central Staff who produce new rules and agreements with politicians
stand too far away from the work actually done. They get so wrapped up in their own
policy world and political climate that they have no idea what is needed at the operator
level. (Interviewee 10)

These results agree with the work by Carvalho et al. [48], who found that rules written
by officers who do not do the work themselves led to rules unsuitable for dealing with
emergency response situations in firefighter organisations.

Every interviewee said that rules actively hamper task execution. According to opera-
tors, in some cases it would be simply easier and more convenient to not follow the rules.

I have a perfectly functioning aircraft out in the field after a precautionary landing which
turned out to be a false alarm. Now I can’t get the aircraft off the ground because there’s a
rule on it somewhere, that [even if] it’s safe to go [. . . ] And that hampers task execution,
because now the aircraft stays in the field unsheltered from weather, and maintenance and
security [crew] need to [get to it] there. It just hampers us. (Interviewee 3)

Some interviewees found not being able to finish the job frustrating.

If we have to attend a forest fire [somewhere], I hope the rules will let us. That we won’t
have to ask [if] we are allowed to do this outside airbase opening hours [. . . ] or will we
just put out the fire? (Interviewee 3)
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As another example, in January 2022 the Minister of Defence stated in an interview
that rules and procedures hamper defence against cyber-attacks and that laws and rules
need to be changed [49].

The literature confirms this perception. For instance, Tucker [50] describes how dis-
ruption and errors in information hamper employees in doing their job. These “operational
failures” [50] result in necessary workarounds [18,19].

The need for adaptation in work is evident in that operational pressure takes prece-
dence over compliance. Most interviewees report on air power receiving first priority,
which makes sense to them, since this is this is the actual output of the RNLAF.

Mission first. We must have air power, that’s the first priority [. . . ]. We’re in a military
world, which we sometimes forget. (Interviewee 11)

Most interviewees refer to the drive to finish the job as a can-do mentality. They
see it as a positive aspect of the RNLAF identity, even though it can on occasion have a
negative aspect.

The drive that people have to get it done, it’s part of our DNA and undeniably has a lot of
good in it [. . . ] but sometime a little dark edge to it. (Interviewee 9)

As this quote demonstrates, the focus on operational output can result in a dark side
to can-do behaviour. Especially rule makers/enforcers warn against this negative effect as
they think can-do behaviour comes from employees looking for the loopholes.

We [they] are more ‘can-do’ than we dare realise. Of course, we [they] do ‘plan-do-check-
act’, but we [they] also do ‘can-do-react’. It takes us[them] a long way, but it can also
make us [them] fall flat on our face. [. . . ] We [they] don’t solve the problem, we [they]
just try to figure out how we [they] can proceed as planned. (Interviewee 12)

It’s even about simple things, like driving regulations. Every truck driver is obliged to
take a 30-min break every three hours of driving. But when we [they] are on exercise in
another country and need to move equipment, we [they] pay our drivers an exercise fee
[..] so the rules don’t apply to military drivers. (Interviewee 10)

Rule makers/enforcers report that it is not always right to give first priority to air
power, even though this is the desired output.

Not everything legal is smart to do. Not everything allowed is the sensible thing to do. I
can get my neighbour pregnant, no law that prohibits that, but it’s not smart. It’ll give
[me] so much trouble. (Interviewee 12)

On the other hand, Morrison [39] and Dahling et al. [40] have documented the positive
side of noncompliance in favour of organisational goals, using the term “pro-social rule
breaking” to describe noncompliant behaviour benefitting the organisation, for instance,
when employees need to choose between compliance or adaptability in the interest of task
execution [51]. Letting operational tasks take precedence benefits the organisation, and so
this is considered constructive [52].

Finally, in the view of every single interviewee, changing rules that the RNLAF has no
authority over is nearly impossible.

That’s part of the rule base we, like every other ministry, have to comply with. [. . . ] There
is no way to sugar-coat that. (Interviewee 9)

The other day I was in a working group [. . . ] to see what is possible. Immediately someone
said that it will be impossible to change the airbase into a stage field, like the Americans
have. (Interviewee 1)

Being able to change the airbase into a stage field means that after a precautionary
landing, a pilot is allowed to take off when the necessary repairs have been done, even if
the airbase is not active.

When it comes to changing rules that the RNLAF does have authority over, the process
is not widely known, as the interviewees indicated.
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I don’t know if we have a procedure for adapting or changing rules. I hope so, but I’m not
sure. I should know, but I don’t. (Interviewee 8)

Changing rules is a long, painstaking process. One reason is the lack of capacity for
ongoing review and change, and as operators point out, the RNLAF imposes restrictions
upon itself. For instance, applicability to all operators takes precedence over rules matching
tasks, which requires exceptions. Senior management agree that it takes a lot of effort to
have a rule changed.

[It takes great force] to try to change the most important things, and that’s nearly
impossible. (Interviewee 5)

According to half of the interviewees, it will need reassessment of the existing rule
base and being able to adapt in work situations to resolve this tension.

We continuously need to assess our rule base with a plan-do-check-act loop. Are the rules
still valid? (Interviewee 4)

3.3. Enduring Tension

The contradiction between commitment to rules and compliance on the one hand and
the need for adaptation and freedom to use expertise on the other hand is apparent in an
enduring tension within the RNLAF.

This tension is evident in examples where compliance prevails even if it leads to a
riskier situation. For instance, because of airport regulations, a certain number of fire
fighters must be on hand when large aircraft with more than two passengers need to land
or take off. Large helicopters, however, are allowed to land outside airports, without fire
fighters present, due to a distinct set of rules. When not enough fire fighters are available,
helicopters will land outside the perimeter of the airport to pick up passengers because the
regulations prevent them from executing this task.

Being compliant does not necessarily mean being safe. [. . . ] The airport rules do not
apply to areas outside airports, but then situation becomes less safe because you move
from a bit of fire fighter capacity to none at all. (Interviewee 4)

The tension is also visible in examples in which compliance actually stifles operations.
As the interviewees explain, in some instances being compliant means the work is just
not finished.

We have an exercise planned which requires me to have an emergency radio. So, I call
the responsible department to ask for one. But I won’t get this radio because it was not
requested on the right form, even though they have them in stock. After filling out the
proper form I do get the radio, but it hasn’t been prepared. I have to load the settings
myself, even though that’s the job of the support department. The paperwork is more
important than the operational tasks I have to do. (Interviewee 2)

These findings are substantiated by the literature on “malicious compliance”, which is
defined as following the rules to the letter resulting in work not being finished or being
finished unexpectedly [21].

In other instances, compliance can lead to unintended consequences, but because the
rules are adhered to and output is realised, according to the interviewees, unintended
consequences are not discussed. For instance, in the Netherlands, rules dictate how often a
helicopter is allowed to land at designated helicopter landing spots:

When they get to that number, landing is no longer allowed. This rule is intended to
minimise the sound burden for these areas as much as possible. However, the surroundings
of these helicopter landing spots fall outside the extent of this rule. That means that
helicopters are still allowed to land within as little as a couple of metres of a landing spot,
because this falls under the rules of field landings. Obviously, this workaround makes it
hard to meet the intent of minimising the sound burden. (Interviewee 10)
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Becoming compliant with the intent of this rule would mean hampering task execu-
tion, so the unintended consequences are ignored and will not be discussed since literal
compliance is realised.

Added to this is the limited interest senior management shows in the challenges posed
by rules for daily operation. Senior management is aware of complex situations, but shows
no desire to understand or resolve the actual dynamics.

[When discussing complex situations with commanding officers] I have no idea why they
don’t. It’s probably human behaviour, [them thinking] I’ve resolved the situation in the
easiest way for myself, so why choose the hard way? (Interviewee 8)

Research by Tucker et al. [53] and Morrison [7] seems to substantiate this finding. They
found that the short-term success of problem-solving behaviours of operators diminishes
the necessity for more structural changes in the organisation.

Senior management sees change in the management of rules as a solution to the
enduring tension. Accepting an ill-functioning rule is not an option:

If a rule hampers job execution, then together with rule makers/enforcers you try to
find an alternative means of compliance that lets us continue our operation, or [find] a
way to deviate from the rules. But the answer can never be ‘No that’s impossible and
that’s the end of it’. Not changing a rule is a joint decision, with the operator involved.
(Interviewee 6)

Considering the difficulties operators encounter when trying to change rules, it seems
as if senior management underestimates how much effort it takes and how unsuccessful
these attempts are.

The tension between committing to compliance and the need for adaptation is also seen
in the way the RNLAF deals with instances in which operators use their own discretion to
decide whether or not to be compliant. Of 12 interviewees, ten explicitly state that choosing
to use your own discretion means justifying the course of action afterwards, but having to
explain their choice seems contradictory.

Operators don’t cross safety lines [. . . ]. You won’t risk your life on a simple training
flight. (Interviewee 3)

If they make a decision and can explain it afterwards [. . . ] they will be supported.
(Interviewee 9)

I am allowed to deviate if it means enhancing the safety of the flight. But I have to prove
that safety was enhanced. But that is rather impossible, since I can’t prove what would
have happened had I not deviated. However, I have to explain in writing why I deviated
from my flight authorisation. If [the explanation] is not accepted I have to go up one level
and explain it to the next commanding officer. (Interviewee 2)

The interviewees signal a need for discretionary space, defined by basic rules, in which
they can exercise their expertise and judgement as to how to execute the task [54].

According to most interviewees common sense is vital to safety.

Undeniably, every now and then, including deployments, one has to land aircraft in
unregulated places. [. . . ] We need to train [pilots] and give them the discretionary space
to become and stay smart operators. (Interviewee 10)

However, it seems that in some cases, the more rules there are, the less common sense
is used, until operators “stop thinking” altogether.

I had this situation where pilots would fly back to the airbase when something was
wrong with the aircraft, instead of making a precautionary landing as prescribed in the
checklists. So, I addressed this situation and what I saw next was pilots always making a
precautionary landing, even when flying back was the more sensible and practical course
of action. In other words, they stopped thinking for themselves and simply followed what
they saw was an order. (Interviewee 4)



Safety 2023, 9, 15 13 of 20

This assertion is supported by Klein [22], who found that becoming comfortable
with procedures leads to eroding expertise and the necessity to develop more skills seems
to cease.

The tension between compliance and adaptation is exacerbated by the operators’ lack
of trust, which inhibits those involved from addressing the fact that the way work is done
differs from the way work is prescribed. An explanation for this distrust is the perceived
lack of a just culture:

It shows up the just culture, so to speak [. . . ] and it does harm, especially when [distrust]
is directed at the employees involved. Personally, I think Central Staff and the Inspectorate
seem to have an urge to jump at the chance to [. . . ] press charges, whatever. That doesn’t
help. (Interviewee 12)

Research by Milliken et al. [55], Tucker and Edmondson [56] and Manapragada and
Bruk-Lee [57] finds that behaviour of management is related to keeping quiet about safety
issues. Previous research shows that even closed accident investigations perceived as
judgemental leads to the perception of diminishing social safety [58]. Therefore, the way
findings and conclusions are portrayed has an impact beyond the scope of an accident
investigation [59], possibly adding to the fear of consequences for being noncompliant.

A recent investigation [60] showed that the RNLAF has a rather judgemental and
retributive climate.

Every CO has a CO who also has a CO. Sometimes your CO simply demands you punish
someone [after noncompliance], regardless of what you think the best response might be.
Especially when something gets picked up by the media or politicians. Then the highest
level of our organisation, the secretary and minister of defence exert pressure to respond
retributively and this flows through the organisation down to our level. (Supervisor 1
in [60])

Upper management uses what we call a long screwdriver to turn every CO in the
hierarchy to the same position, so to speak. This is how they micromanage a situation
deep in the capillaries of our organisation. It’s a lack of trust and a refusal to let things go
and be dealt with at the appropriate level (Supervisor 7 in [60]).

This same study [60] showed that fear of personal consequences resulted in punish-
ment for noncompliance, even if it was just for show.

His CO said to him: ‘Okay, listen. Remember that incident last year? When the
Commission of Inquiry comes, just bend over and take one for the team.’ (Focus group 1
in [60])

Previous research [14] shows that if noncompliance is necessary to achieve goals, it is
only visible if there is no personal risk involved or if it can be kept hidden from RNLAF
senior management.

However, when it comes to safety, operators consider trust a priority. They have no
intention to put themselves in danger by crossing safety lines. They do not need rules to
tell them to stay safe.

That’s one of the biggest issues in this organisation, the underlying problem, the lack
of trust. Trusting the operator to make a decision. This professional knows best. Trust
another, [trust] everything we do. (Interviewee 3)

Rule makers/enforcers acknowledge that the organisation sometimes uses rules as
a way to “cover its ass”, enabling the appointment of blame if something goes wrong, a
finding substantiated by Bye and Aalberg [61].

4. Discussion

The current study has identified that the population of interest considers adherence
to rules and procedures important, as our examples have shown. Rules are seen as vital
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to achieving safety and compliance. This is hardly surprising given the importance many
organisations project onto rules [1].

However, the existing rule base does not match the complex and dynamic nature of
the work to be done, resulting in a need for adaptation of these rules. Since it is difficult to
change rules, employees call on local ingenuity to achieve their goals despite the hampering
rules [14].

The public and political commitment to compliance that the DoD leadership makes
reinforces a cycle of issuing promises followed by pressure to keep the promise. Formally
acknowledging the hindrance of rules and reassessing, possibly deleting, some rules go
against the promise to align the way work is done to the way work is prescribed. This limits
the freedom of employees to act according to their judgement. The interviewees recognise
the importance of rules and procedures. However, they are frequently confronted by rules
that hamper task execution or reduce safety and that are hard to change. As research
shows, this freedom, and in some cases accompanying non-adherence, may be necessary to
resolve an unworkable situation [22]. An accurate perception of this unworkable situation
is required [24]. The examples in Section 3 show that operators are very well aware of
the hampering aspect of rules and procedures and equally aware of the fact that, in some
cases, solutions that adhere to the rules actually reduce safety. They recognise safer ways to
perform, yet the rules do not allow this and changing them is too hard. Given the findings
by Antonsen et al. [46], what is seen as a safety measure—rules and compliance—might
become the opposite.

The crucial pressure on enforcing compliance on the one hand and the need for
adaptation and freedom to use expertise on the other creates tension throughout the DoD.
This tension is seen in malicious compliance resulting in riskier or stifled operations.

This tension is also seen in expecting an operator to justify, after the act, a deviation
carried out for safety reasons and based on expert knowledge, which is a fallacy in itself.
Presented as the freedom to deviate from rules in case safety is judged by the expert to be at
risk, the expectation of justification shows this as an illusion. If other experts, in hindsight,
consider the deviation unnecessary, this use of expert knowledge is relabelled as a violation
and the pressure to be compliant intensifies.

Finally, the tension is seen in the unwillingness to challenge the belief in compliance
because there is no need for it. As a result of previously discovered local ingenuity [14], the
work is finished in spite of hampering rules. Because local ingenuity is non-transparent,
the fact that operators have to choose between adherence and performing remains invisible.
Hence, there is no incentive to take on the difficult task of trying to change the existing rule
base. Overcoming this lack of curiosity in how work is completed would obtain insight into
the complexities of daily work as well as the difficulties employees encounter when they
try to change rules. Because the belief in compliance is not challenged, operators are left
with the tension between having to finish the job while hampered by rules and procedures.

These interpretations might explain the status quo of the differences between proce-
dures and practice and the difficulties encountered when trying to adapt the existing rule
base to match work situations. In the DoD’s official safety narrative, compliance with rules
is the (one and only) way to achieve safety. This contrasts with the need and desire for
freedom, espoused not only by the interviewees, but also in the literature [1,4,22,23], to
exploit experience and expertise where rules provide insufficient support to the situation.
However, the pressure to sustain this belief after embracing it so widely is simply too large
to expect a shift in the compliance paradigm [62].

These findings and interpretations do not, however, seem to tell the whole story.
Understanding the remaining of the gaps between work-as-done and work-as-prescribed
requires an understanding of the differing interests and focus of the diverse levels. If these
are too far apart, every effort undertaken to align procedures and practice is likely to fail.

Perceived at the top of the population of interest, the DoD is a political instrument that
makes political promises that require political support. The press and budgetary debates
are among its biggest threats. Regarding the latter, the DoD has suffered from a decade
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of budget cuts, while the political ambition and expected output have remained the same.
Making sure nothing jeopardises the received budget seems a good motivation to stick to
promises as much as possible. The DoD often acts as a social role model, as demonstrated
by its recruitment advertising. This leads to a kind of moral superiority, expected by both
politicians and society: soldiers are outstanding, moral, compliant citizens who represent
an organisation that goes by the book. Compliance in itself is not that important; it is the
promise of compliance that is vital.

For RNLAF senior management, the interests are a little different. Adhering to the
compliance narrative is important because they feel political pressure at their level as well.
Breaking the political promise with noncompliance might have negative consequences,
especially when the RNLAF needs to compete with other military forces for its annual
budget. However, it is still expected to produce output (airpower). To achieve this, the
RNLAF needs to be able to train-as-you-fight, preferably without the hindrance of rules
and procedures. This means that, while appearing to be compliant, senior management
needs either to condone noncompliance or not be curious as to how work is done, leading
to a two-faced Janus situation; senior management expresses both the need for compliance
as well as the need to do what is necessary to finish the job, without reflecting on or even
recognising the contradiction. It seems that holding two contradicting views has become
a subconscious routine. This results in the difference found between what is carried out
within the RNLAF and what it promises the outside world: constant compliance.

At the operator level, the DoD/RNLAF is a military organisation with violence, i.e.,
airpower, as one of the most important means. Here, the focus is on well-trained employees
who can be deployed in any situation. Training-as-they-fight is the interest found at this
level. Finishing the job needs adaptation, as seen in the local ingenuity adopted [14].
Compliance is important in situations where adhering to rules avoids serious physical risks
for aircrew. More important, however, is avoiding personal liability or accountability. The
fear of personal liability is aggravated by the perceived lack of a just culture. Combined,
these findings provide a reason to refrain from transparency regarding the differences
between practice and paper. Political support and the media are not the concern of operators.
The division between budget and societal expectations are of some concern.

Every level of the RNLAF considers compliance important. However, our data sug-
gests that, when going “down” the hierarchy from the political top to senior management
to operator, there is a gradient in the explicit nature of our informants’ willingness and
ability to acknowledge this. Conceding that compliance is secondary to resolving things
increases closer to operational levels. For senior management, the interest in retaining an
image of a smaller distance between the way work is carried out and prescribed seems
governed by political pressure; for operators “getting stuff done” [21] may even be a source
of professional pride of their workmanship [14,63,64].

Visually depicting the emergence of differing interests (Figure 1) shows how the levels
diverge in their focus.

Figure 2 was created to model the differences in focus, showing a framework of
interests. It is not underpinned by a quantitative analysis. The figure shows that the need
for adaptation demands local ingenuity in task execution, which means, however, less
compliance. External evaluations combined with pressure from the political top results
in the dual promise not only to be compliant but also to enhance compliance. This leads
to more acts of compliance and increasing pressure to adhere to these promises, thus
hindering task execution since rules and procedures often do not match the practice. Hence,
local ingenuity is needed again to finish the job. Looking at the seven themes arising
from this research—political support, press, budget, train-as-you-fight, personal liability,
compliance, and societal expectations—we can map the differing interests and focus in
a spider diagram. As depicted, there is considerable difference between the focus of the
levels, with RNLAF senior management functioning as a buffer between the political top
and the operators with regard to political support and train-as-you-fight.
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Reflecting on these findings and interpretations pinpoints a fear underscoring the
interest in maintaining the difference between the way work is done and prescribed.
The official safety narrative seems to convey a hidden message—bad things happen to
bad people; in other words, if you do not obey (comply), you face bad things (personal
consequences or accidents). This fear, arising from the threat of punishment, is reminiscent
of a bogeyman, which provides an excellent metaphor. The idea of a bogeyman is eerily
consistent with humanity’s deference throughout the Common Era to some mythical
functionary appointed to help govern the system, to ensure “good behaviour”, specifically
to monitor and test human beings in it [65].

As is commonly found in bogeyman stories, the personal consequences for being bad
(not 100% compliant) remain unclear. In this case, they can be deduced from the occasional
sacrifice made to sustain the compliance belief, as seen in the resignation of both the minister
of defence and the chief of defence [40,41] as well as lower down the organisation [60].
However, these were personal choices by political and military command to resign and
choices within the DoD to punish people. It is unclear what would have happened had
those choices not been made, leading to the question of whether the bogeyman’s fear of
noncompliance is justified.

One opportunity to resolve the described tension is to embrace the pursuit of a
“fifth-generation air force” (5GAF) to counter unrealistic expectations about compliance,
and advance the use of expertise, common sense thinking and trust in operators. As
Hale and Borys explain, the current aim to form a 5GAF contradicts the commitment to
a compliance paradigm [1]. The focus on compliance leaves little room for using expert
judgement and hence ownership and agility.

Realising a 5GAF might include a doctrine change, as investigated by Jahn [66]. He
reports on a sudden doctrine change at the United States Forest Service where regulations
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changed overnight from prescriptive rules to guidelines. No extra rules were created,
just a different interpretation of the existing rule base. The change gave operators more
discretionary space and the professional judgement of the operators actually doing the work
takes preference over rules made at a great distance from the place of work. Supportive
modifications were also made to the investigation process and leadership training. Jahn’s
results [66] are supported by research on the use of professional expertise by forest rangers
[Kaufman, 1960 in [39]] and sailors [9].

5. Conclusions

This research shows that—across multiple levels and roles—the RNLAF might desire
to align work-as-done with work-as-prescribed and breach the status quo of gaps between
the two. Its attempts to do so, however, will likely remain stymied because of a forceful
dynamic balance of interests that both produce and retain the status quo, while offering all
stakeholders outwardly legitimate ways to elide its existence. We found that the higher-
up leaders walk a tightrope, maintaining the opportunity for differences between the
way work is done and prescribed, but agreeing superficially with the compliance focus
and when undesired results become officially known, as with incidents and accidents.
Additionally, although minor attempts are made to gain discretionary space and fewer
rules, these are unsuccessful, because the pressure to keep the promise of compliance makes
change unlikely. What we found was not only a self-sustaining force field of interests that
simultaneously retains and denies noncompliance at almost all hierarchical levels we
studied, but also the routine invocation of a nondescript organisational force-to-be-feared—
reminiscent of a bogeyman—in case noncompliance was discovered. Efforts to solve the
gaps between work as done and prescribed should be directed at this bogeyman: the belief
system that compliance equals safety, adhered to by politics and the public and given lip
service by military leaders. By pressuring employees into compliance, we keep feeding the
bogeyman, until the fear of freedom to exercise professional autonomy stifles the entire
organisation. This study shows how the achievement of 5GAF behaviour and culture is
hampered due to the enduring differences between the way work is done and prescribed.
What could provide a solution is a change in doctrine so that rules as principles become rules
as guidelines, embracing the ideals of the 5GAF. Further and deeper ethnographic research
will be needed beyond the present paper to form a thorough understanding of the function
and role of the “bogeyman” in sustaining concurrent acquiescence and noncompliance.

6. Limitations and Strengths

This study has both strength and limitations to consider. The use of a qualitative
thematic analysis with a focus on exnovation enabled us to explain the consequences of
two conflicting paradigms held in the same organisation. The qualitative methodology,
using transcripts of semi-structured interviews and document analysis, provided a rich
data set that shows the complexities and dynamics of everyday work hampered by the
compliance paradigm. The official perspective of the DoD/RNLAF substantiated the
perceptions of the interviewees.

Our research team, combining one researcher (LB) working for the RNLAF and ex-
ternal researchers, ensured a good mix of thorough knowledge of the DoD and RNLAF
cultures and the tension between compliance and need for adaptation on the one hand
and critical thinking on the other hand [67]. This ensured both the understanding and
theoretical underpinning of the phenomena found.

However, the interviewee sample consisted of employees of a single organisation
in the RNLAF and the chain of command following from the population of interest. Of
concern are the sample size and representativeness of this sample. The sampling, however,
was purposeful [68]. The sample size was deemed acceptable because no new information
was provided, indicating a saturation point [36].
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The DoD and RNLAF face considerable external pressure to uphold the compliance
paradigm. This means that the results of this study might not be generalisable to organisa-
tions in a different setting.

Nonetheless, although there is a significantly growing amount of research into the
difference between the way work is done and prescribed, less is known about the reasons
for maintaining these enduring differences, i.e., the various interests that reside in an
organisation, and the resulting tensions. This study contributes to the theory by providing
insight into these interests and stakes found in the Dutch DoD to retain these differences.
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