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INTRODUCTION 

 

Projects rarely fail overnight. More often, they drift—quietly, gradually, and almost 
invisibly—until the gap between plan and reality becomes too large to manage. This 
underlying dynamic formed the thematic backbone of the first stop of the GPM Summer 
Tour, where insights from aviation were translated into concrete lessons for project 
management professionals. 
 
The GPM Summer Tour, organized by the German Project Management Association, is 
designed as a dialogue-driven format that brings project management directly to 
practitioners, regional groups, and partner organizations. Rather than focusing on 
abstract theory, it emphasizes real-world exchange, shared experiences, and practical 
insights. The goal is to make project management tangible, to connect people, and to 
surface the challenges and perspectives that emerge in everyday project work. 
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DRIFT INTO FAILURE – UNDERSTANDING HOW PROJECTS GRADUALLY LOSE 
CONTROL 
 
The opening presentation by Tim-Felix Anderten focused on the concept of “Drift into 
Failure,” a phenomenon describing how systems and projects gradually deviate from 
their intended state without immediate recognition. Rather than dramatic breakdowns, it 
is often a sequence of small, seemingly harmless adjustments that lead to failure over 
time. 
 
A key insight is that these deviations are rarely perceived as problematic when they 
occur. Instead, they are often rationalized as necessary adaptations to real-world 
constraints such as time pressure or resource limitations. Over time, these adaptations 
become normalized, effectively redefining what is considered acceptable practice. 
 
Anderten illustrated that this behavior is deeply rooted in human decision-making. 
Individuals continuously assess risks and adjust their actions accordingly. As long as 
deviations do not result in negative consequences, they are likely to be repeated—and 
gradually expanded. This creates a feedback loop in which risk tolerance increases 
without conscious awareness. 
 
Importantly, drift is not limited to individual behavior. It can also become embedded at 
the organizational level, where informal practices begin to replace formal rules. In such 
cases, deviations are no longer exceptions but part of the system itself, making them 
significantly harder to detect and correct. 
 
For project management, the implication is clear: controlling drift requires active 
awareness. Regular reflection points, explicit discussions about deviations, and a shared 
understanding of acceptable risk boundaries are essential. The challenge is not to 
eliminate drift entirely—this is neither realistic nor desirable—but to recognize and 
manage it before it becomes critical. 
 
ERROR CULTURE AS EARLY RISK DETECTION – FROM BLAME TO SYSTEM 
THINKING 
 
The second presentation by Thorsten Nottebaum addressed the role of error culture in 
managing complex projects. The starting point was a fundamental shift in perspective: 
errors should not be seen as individual failures but as an inherent feature of complex 
systems. 
 
One of the central arguments was that even highly experienced professionals are not 
immune to mistakes. Factors such as fatigue, complexity, and situational pressure can 
lead to incorrect decisions, regardless of expertise. This challenges the common 
assumption that experience alone ensures reliability. 
 
Nottebaum emphasized the importance of distinguishing between unintentional errors 
and deliberate risk-taking. This distinction is at the core of the “Just Culture” approach, 
which promotes learning from mistakes while maintaining accountability for reckless 
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behavior. Such a framework enables organizations to address risks without creating a 
climate of fear. 
 
A key analytical model discussed was the Swiss Cheese Model, which explains how 
failures occur when multiple layers of defense break down simultaneously. Each layer—
processes, checklists, controls—contains inherent weaknesses. A critical incident arises 
only when these weaknesses align. 
 
For project managers, this perspective shifts the focus from individual responsibility to 
system design. The question is no longer “Who made the mistake?” but “Why did the 
system allow this to happen?” This leads to more sustainable improvements, as it 
addresses root causes rather than symptoms. 
 
Ultimately, a mature error culture becomes a mechanism for early risk detection. By 
encouraging openness and structured analysis, organizations can identify vulnerabilities 
before they escalate—turning errors into a strategic advantage rather than a liability. 
 
LEADERSHIP AND DECISION-MAKING – STRUCTURING THINKING UNDER 
PRESSURE 
 
The third presentation explored leadership principles and decision-making processes 
derived from aviation. At its core was the recognition that complex situations require 
structured thinking, especially under time pressure and uncertainty. 
 
A central example highlighted how accidents can occur even when technical systems are 
fully functional. The decisive factor is often not the availability of information, but how that 
information is processed and acted upon. Breakdowns in communication, failure to 
update situational awareness, and hierarchical barriers can prevent critical insights from 
influencing decisions. 
 
One of the key takeaways was the importance of situational awareness as a continuous 
process. Teams must constantly reassess their understanding of the situation, especially 
when new information becomes available. Failure to do so can result in “tunnel vision,” 
where attention remains fixed on an outdated assumption. 
 
The presentation also introduced structured decision-making frameworks such as 
FORDEC, which guide teams through a sequence of steps: identifying facts, evaluating 
options, assessing risks and benefits, making decisions, executing actions, and 
reviewing outcomes. This structure helps to counteract cognitive biases and ensures that 
decisions are based on a comprehensive assessment rather than intuition alone. 
 
Another critical aspect was communication. Aviation relies on standardized 
communication protocols to minimize misunderstandings. Information is not only 
transmitted but actively confirmed. This principle is directly transferable to project 
environments, where miscommunication remains a major source of failure. 
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For project management, the broader lesson is that leadership is less about authority and 
more about integration. Leaders must ensure that all relevant information is brought 
together, understood, and translated into action. In complex projects, the quality of 
decisions depends not only on expertise but on the structure and discipline of the 
decision-making process itself. 
 

 
 

About the Author 
 
 
 

Sebastian Wieschowski 
 
Nuremberg, Germany 
 

 
 
 

Sebastian Wieschowski is an editor at the German Project Management Association 
(GPM), the national member association of the International Project Management 
Association (IPMA) in Germany. He is responsible for developing GPM's media 
relations and serves on the editorial board of PM Aktuell, a quarterly magazine 
distributed to more than 6,500 GPM members as well as external stakeholders. 
 

Born in 1985 in northern Germany, Wieschowski developed an early fascination with 
journalism. His formal education began with active contributions to school and local 
newspapers. He later completed journalistic training at the Cologne Journalism School 
for Politics and Economics, earned a Master Level Diploma from the School of 
Journalism at Eichstaett University, and undertook professional training at a regional 
newspaper publisher. He also holds a postgraduate M.Sc. degree in Public Health from 
Hannover Medical School. 
 

In addition to his freelance journalism for national and international outlets, including 
major German media such as DIE ZEIT, Wieschowski has held senior communications 
roles since 2012. He first worked as press officer for a private university specializing in 
social work, then for a psychiatric hospital, and later for an industrial company. In 
September 2024, he joined GPM’s Marketing and Public Relations department, where 
he focuses on strengthening the visibility and public relevance of project management 
through editorial formats such as storytelling. 
 

Alongside his professional career, Sebastian Wieschowski is also active as a freelance 
author in his lifelong passion, numismatics. He writes for both German- and English-
language specialist publications, and his work has been recognized three times by the 
Numismatic Literary Guild, a writers’ association based in the USA. 
 

http://www.pmworldjournal.com/
http://www.pmworldlibrary.net/


PM World Journal  (ISSN: 2330-4480)                        When Small Deviations Become Big Failures –  

Vol. XV, Issue V – May 2026  What Project Managers Can Learn from Aviation 

www.pmworldjournal.com  Report by Sebastian Wieschowski 

 

 

 

 
www.pmworldlibrary.net © 2026 Sebastian Wieschowski  Page 5 of 5 
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