The “Overloaded” Metric as a Leading Indicator of Safety Risk in High-
Reliability Environments

Overloaded is a proprietary metric created, owned, and licensed by Red Castle Human Capital. It
is designed to quantify negative workforce sentiment and translate it into actionable
organizational insight.

At its core, the Overloaded metric captures five key emotional states employees may experience
in the workplace:

e Worried

o Stressed

o Frustrated

e Burned Out

e Overwhelmed

These sentiments are not inherently abnormal. In isolation, and at low frequency, they are
expected responses to both professional and personal demands. However, the Red Castle
methodology focuses not on the presence of these sentiments, but on their frequency, co-
occurrence, and persistence.

An employee is classified as Overloaded when they report experiencing three or more of these
sentiments at elevated frequency over a sustained period. This threshold reflects a meaningful
shift from normal workplace strain to a state of compounded psychological burden.

Using this framework, Red Castle has analyzed workforce data across multiple client
organizations and correlated Overloaded classifications with internal performance indicators,
including onboarding outcomes, turnover rates, and individual performance metrics. Across
these datasets, the Overloaded metric has consistently functioned as a risk flag, identifying
underlying drivers of organizational friction and performance degradation.

Extending the Overloaded Metric to Safety-Critical Environments

Red Castle asserts that the Overloaded metric has significant implications beyond traditional
human capital outcomes. In high-risk industries such as nuclear energy and waste management,
aerospace, and defense, this metric may serve as a leading indicator of operational and safety
risks.

These sectors operate under conditions consistent with high-reliability organizations (HROs),
where failure carries severe consequences. In such environments, safety is not solely a function
of engineering controls or procedural compliance, but also of human performance,
communication, and decision-making under pressure.

The Red Castle methodology positions workforce sentiment - and specifically the Overloaded
condition - as a measurable precursor to degradation in psychological safety. Psychological
safety, as defined by Amy Edmondson, is the shared belief that individuals can speak up, raise
concerns, and admit mistakes without fear of reprisal. It is a foundational element of effective
safety culture in high-risk settings.



When negative sentiments accumulate and persist, they can erode this foundation in several
critical ways:

e Reduced willingness to report near-misses or hazards

o Increased hesitation to challenge authority or established decisions
o Diminished engagement in team-based safety practices

o Greater susceptibility to fatigue-related cognitive errors

In this context, the Overloaded metric provides organizations with a quantifiable signal of
conditions that may precede breakdowns in communication, judgment, and ultimately, safety
performance.

Lessons from Historical Failures

The relationship between psychological safety and operational outcomes is well-documented in
major industrial and aerospace incidents. While each event had technical causes, post-incident
analyses consistently point to human and cultural factors - particularly suppressed dissent and
communication breakdowns.

e Chernobyl disaster
A rigid hierarchy and suppression of dissenting voices contributed to flawed decision-
making during a critical test scenario.

o Space Shuttle Challenger disaster
Engineers raised concerns regarding O-ring performance, but these concerns were not
effectively escalated or acted upon.

o Deepwater Horizon oil spill
Operational pressures and normalization of risk contributed to the dismissal of warning
signs prior to the incident.

In each case, the absence of a psychologically safe environment limited the organization’s ability
to surface and respond to critical risks. While these industries have since made substantial
advancements in engineering, regulatory oversight, and formal safety systems, the human
element remains a persistent and variable factor.

From Workforce Sentiment to Safety Culture

Modern safety programs in the nuclear, aerospace, and defense sectors are robust. Organizations
routinely deploy safety surveys, conduct extensive training, and perform rigorous audits. These
controls are necessary - but not always sufficient.

Red Castle’s position is that the Overloaded metric enhances these existing systems by:

1. Measuring Effectiveness
Providing insight into whether current safety initiatives are resonating with the workforce
at a psychological level.



2. Identifying Hidden Risk
Surfacing latent conditions - such as burnout and disengagement - that may not appear in
traditional safety metrics.

3. Enabling Early Intervention
Allowing organizations to address emerging risks before they manifest as incidents or
performance failures.

Importantly, this approach reframes workforce sentiment from a “wellbeing” concern to a core
component of mission assurance and risk management.

Strategic Implications

In high-risk environments, the cost of failure extends beyond financial loss to include human
safety, environmental impact, and national or global security implications. As such,
organizations must treat psychological safety and workforce sentiment as integral elements of
their operational control systems.

Red Castle’s methodology supports this objective by enabling organizations to:

e Quantify psychological strain within the workforce

o Link sentiment data to operational and safety outcomes

o Identify systemic drivers of burnout and disengagement

o Strengthening safety culture through targeted interventions

By incorporating the Overloaded metric into existing safety and performance frameworks,
organizations can better align their human capital strategies with their broader mission-critical
objectives.

Conclusion

The evidence is clear: safety culture is not solely built on procedures, technology, or compliance
frameworks. It is sustained by a workforce that is engaged, supported, and psychologically
equipped to perform under pressure.

The Overloaded metric provides a practical and scalable way to measure when that foundation is
at risk.

In industries where the margin for error is minimal, understanding and addressing workforce
sentiment is not optional - it is essential to maintaining operational integrity, protecting human
life, and ensuring long-term mission success.



