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Healthcare is a complex socio-technical system 

Healthcare is complex because it is highly variable, uncertain, and dynamic.  

Healthcare is a socio-technical system because it is characterised by multiple 

interactions between various components, both human and technological.: 

What is SEIPS? 

SEIPS is a framework for understanding outcomes within complex socio-technical 

systems.   

Figure 1 provides an overview of the System Engineering Initiative for Patient Safety 

(SEIPS) framework, combining SEIPS 2.01 and SEIPS 1012. The figure It describes how 

a work system (or socio-technical system, left) can influence processes (work done, 

middle), which in turn shapes outcomes (right).  

The SEIPS framework acknowledges that work systems and processes constantly 

adapt (see arrows in Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Overview of the SEIPS framework 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What are the different parts of the work system? 

A ‘work system’ consists of six broad elements: external environment, organisation, internal 

environment, tools and technology, tasks and person(s). Figure 2 provides a brief overview 

of the different elements and potential contributory factors to consider during a learning 

response.  

People cannot be separated from the work system; their deliberate placement at the centre 

emphasises that design should support – not replace or compensate for – people. 

Using SEIPS to learn from patient safety incidents 

SEIPS can be used as a general problem-solving tool (eg to guide how we learn and 

improve following a patient safety incident, to conduct a horizon scan, and to inform system 

design).  

Figure 3 (the work system explorer) provides questions to help explore different work system 

elements. Figure 4 provides a blank template; this is also available as a MS PowerPoint.  

Patient safety incidents result from multiple interactions between work system factors. SEIPS 

prompts us to look for interactions rather than simple linear cause and effect relationships. 

When a learning response thoroughly examines the different work system components and 

their interactions safety actions can focus on wider system issues, not individuals.  
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Figure 2. Overview of the SEIPS work system 
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Figure 3. SEIPS work system explorer questions 

 

 



 

5  |  SEIPS quick reference guide and work system explorer 

Figure 4. SEIPS work system template 
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