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AVOIDING UNINTENDED SAFETY CONSEQUENCES 
 

We do a lot of things with good intentions. The key is to avoid unintended 
consequences. This is similar to the idea of the Hippocratic oath taken by doctors, part 
of which basically says to treat patients without causing additional harm to the patient. 
You can imagine a doctor administering a treatment that does more harm than good, 
even though the intention is to promote healing an injury or treating a disease. For 
example, a patient may have an unknown allergic reaction to a medication, or splinting 
a broken bone incorrectly may result in a long-term change in the patient’s gait. These 
are all unintended consequences. 

 
 In our complex society, we are inundated with new ways of doing things in order 

to seek out efficiency or to get better results. Sometimes the motivators are to actually 
do something good and positive, as in medicine, while at other times the motivators are 
to simply make more money. Unfortunately, we often end up with unintended 
consequences. The reason for unintended consequences is that we were not able to 
see the future and to fully realize what might happen as a result of an action that we 
take. Unintended consequences often manifest only after the change has had time to 
set in and fully take effect. 

 
An example of this is what has 

happened in the past few years in the airline 
industry with new baggage restrictions. What 
happened was that the airlines thought they 
could make more money by charging 
passengers for each piece of checked-in 
luggage. The idea, as it was conceived, had 
multiple motivations that all seemed to make 
sense at the time it was conceived. For 
starters, the airlines felt that by charging 
customers for checked-in baggage that that 
would reduce the amount of luggage that was 
brought on board. This would ultimately 
reduce weight and/or allow room for more 
commercial cargo such as packages and 
other products. The second idea was that 
charging for checked-in baggage would 
reduce congestion during the check-in 
process and at the baggage claim lines. This, 
in theory, would reduce the wear-and-tear on 
the luggage handling system and potentially 
reduce the workload during the check-in 
process. Of course, making some money on the checked-in baggage was a motivator. 
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What resulted was something entirely different. In other words, there were 
unintended consequences. First, the airline industry has created a pool of irate 
passengers that are appalled by the idea that they have to pay to check in their 
baggage. After all, it does seem reasonable that a person would travel with luggage that 
should be carried in the belly of the plane, rather than carried with the passenger 
personally. To bypass the checked baggage fee, passengers have now resorted to 
supersizing their carry-on baggage and are refusing to check their baggage in. This has 
resulted in massive congestion during the boarding and disembarking process. Now, 
instead of passengers simply boarding with a small personal carry-on item, like a purse 
and a laptop case, passengers are now boarding with the maximum size carry-on 
baggage that they can get away with. Instead of a minority of travelers with carry-on 
baggage boarding the plane, now the majority of passengers are boarding with carry-on 
baggage. This has resulted in massive congestion during the boarding and 
disembarking process. It now takes significantly longer to board an airplane and to 
empty it out. To make matters worse, it has also created a safety concern because of 
the hazard of passengers raising and lowering their baggage to and from the overhead 
bins. This has resulted in many passengers being hit on the head with baggage. To 
make matters worse, passengers patience has grown thin due to all the added stress 
that is now experienced with the boarding and disembarking process. 
  

BEWARE OF UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES! 
 
 There are many examples of unintended consequences that we experience in 
everyday life in our efforts to make things better. For example, a child might be 
struggling academically and the perceived solution would be to change schools. An 
unintended consequence might be that the child withdraws and develops social issues 
because of the stress of losing friends from the previous school. A family might be 
tempted to move to a less expensive neighborhood to save money, only to become 
victims of crime as a result of living in a less than desirable neighborhood. A popular 
safety theory called the Peltzman Effect, is often used to explain the increase in unsafe 
behavior as a result of safety regulations originally designed to decrease accidents. A 
good example is childproof safety caps on medications. Patients frustrated with these 
childproof caps, which are often older patients, tend to leave the caps off or only loosely 
in place, resulting in more children actually having access to potentially deadly 
medication. Likewise, drivers might be compelled to drive less responsibly with the 
onset of new safety technologies in cars. This was the case with the recent first fatality 
in the popular Tesla electric car whereby a driver was killed when he inappropriately 
used the “Autopilot” feature of the car without continuous driver engagement. 
 

Note that not all unintended consequences are negative. For example, aspirin, 
which was originally conceived as a pain reliever and to alleviate headaches, has been 
found to have therapeutic effects for heart health when taken in low doses. Likewise, 
alcohol use in moderate amounts has a potential health benefit, but only within modest 
daily drinking limits. This is what is known as serendipity – finding something positive 
and unexpected when looking for something else. However, this is usually not the case. 
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Life does not work that way. Usually unintended consequences are on the negative side 
of the equation. 

 
How do we avoid unintended consequences? For starters, don’t try to fix a 

problem without fully analyzing what the cause of the problem actually is. You may end 
up fixing the wrong thing only to end up with a worse problem. A good example of this is 
found when addressing bad grades in school. Parents often treat bad grades brought 
home by their kids by telling them to simply “study harder.” What if the student needs 
glasses because they can’t see the board or they need hearing aids because they can’t 
hear the lecture? That has nothing to do with “studying harder.” So families often end up 
in unnecessary tension (an unintended consequence) because the grades did not 
improve because the grades had nothing to do with study habits. Another example I 
have encountered is the Environmental Protection Agency’s ban portable gasoline 
containers with open-pour spouts. I recall in the “old days” filling my lawnmower with 
gas and never spilling a drop of fuel. The open nozzle literally fit into the fuel tank’s 
opening and no fuel was spilled. Today, I find it impossible to pour gasoline from the 
spill-proof nozzles because they are awkward to handle. This is an unintended 
consequence for sure. It is very easy to end up with an outcome that you don’t really 
want if you are not careful. 

 
Finally, resist the urge to seek out efficiencies without fully realizing the downside 

of the efficiency. A common rule of economics is that profits increase only with increase 
in risk. Any action that you take that results in less time or money to be expended is 
undoubtedly going to cost you something. There is rarely a gain to be had without a 
compromise that will cost you something. Cars usually either go very fast or they carry 
lots of cargo – not both at the same time. As performance in one area goes up, 
performance in the other area goes down. You need to decide what you want. It is easy 
to seek out an efficiency but end up with something you don’t want. Compact cars are 
great if you want to minimize cost and experience amazing fuel economy. But that 
usually comes at the cost of safety. For many this is an unintended consequence only 
realized when they get into a serious accident and end up hurt or dead because they 
were driving a tiny, and unsafe, car. Be careful where and how you economize. This is 
true for anything where trade-offs are involved. Buying the low-end laptop computer 
might save some money upfront, but when you need the processing power to handle 
some video footage you might end up cursing the few hundred dollars you saved by 
economizing. 
 
 Check out my safety books and other safety resources and information at 
http://www.markkowaleski.com for more insights to guide you on your journey to  living 
a healthier, wealthier, longer, and happier life. 
 
Remember: keep TABs on your safety: Think safe, Act Safe, Be safe! 
 
- Mark M. Kowaleski 


