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Commentary
Tombstone Mentality (TM) highlights a dangerous mindset that can have severe 

consequences in organizational settings [1]. In the aviation industry, tombstone mentality 
refers to administrators or decision-makers failing to address known issues or take proactive 
measures until a fatal accident occurs [1]. This neglectful attitude towards safety can lead 
to tragic consequences including loss of life. The term suggests that only when tombstones 
are erected for those who perished in accidents does the organization finally acknowledge 
and rectify the underlying problems [1]. Captain Hans Ulrich, the pilot of [2], possessed 
significant flying experience; however, he exhibited remarkable incompetence and lacked 
essential educational qualities [2]. This was evident in his consistent failure to pass exams 
required for upgrading his flight status, misunderstanding of navigational systems, and 
insufficient comprehension of basic flying procedures [2]. The crash investigation team 
concluded that although Captain Hans Ulrich had accumulated extensive years and hours of 
flying, experience does not always translate into competence [2]. One investigator suggested 
that flight competence cannot be determined solely based on the duration of one’s career and 
flying hours [2]. 

By prioritizing profits over customer safety and allowing an inept pilot to operate a large 
aircraft, the organization contributed to the tragic loss of 26 lives, including Captain Hans 
Ulrich [2]. In applied behavior analysis, tombstone mentality reflects a similar mindset but 
with diverse circumstances. Here, the balance between profit, the well-being of employees 
and the quality of services provided needs to be harmonized. Tombstone mentality often 
ignores or dismisses work culture, turnover, and overall organizational health issues until 
the situation reaches a critical mass. At the organizational crisis stage, the organization 
may experience an imminent collapse, with high turnover rates, poor quality of service, 
and a dismissive culture. The parallel drawn between aviation tombstone mentality and its 
equivalent in applied behavior analysis shines a spotlight on the importance of proactive 
measures, a focus on safety and well-being, and the need for organizations to address 
concerns before they reach catastrophic levels. By failing to prioritize the necessary changes 
or adjustments, both industries risk suffering severe consequences that could have been 
addressed in a timely manner. Recognizing and addressing tombstone mentality in any field 
is crucial for an organizations’ overall health and success. It involves creating a culture that 
values psychological safety, employee well-being, quality outcomes and maintaining open 
lines of communication to identify proactive measures to address issues.
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Solutions to Tombstone Mentality
Several solutions can be implemented to combat the tombstone 

mentality in applied behavior analysis organizations and foster 
a proactive and supportive culture. First, organizational leaders 
must focus on employee well-being by creating an organizational 
culture that prioritizes employees’ well-being and job satisfaction 
[3]. Employee well-being can be achieved by implementing fair 
compensation, offering professional growth and development 
opportunities, and providing a supportive work environment 
that encourages open communication. Regarding equitable 
remuneration, it is important for organizational leaders to 
move away from solely emphasizing billable hours and instead 
acknowledge and incentivize outstanding clinical results [4]. Second, 
organizational leaders must promote a culture of accountability by 
establishing organizational-wide responsibility [5,6]. Encouraging 
employees to report concerns or issues without fear of retribution 
fosters accountability at all levels of the organization by ensuring 
everyone is responsible for maintaining an empathetic and high-
quality work environment [7].

Third, organizational leaders need to implement proactive risk 
assessment and mitigation strategies by conducting regular risk 
assessments to identify potential issues within the organization 
and service delivery [8]. Encouraging staff to proactively report 
and address risks can help implement strategies to mitigate 
identified risks and prevent escalation. Fourth, organizational 
leaders should foster a learning culture by creating an environment 
that values continuous learning and improvement [9]. Meaningful 
environments provide opportunities for professional development 
and promote horizontal hierarchies where power is more equally 
distributed and employees are partners rather than problems 
[9,10]. Fifth, organizational leaders should establish effective 
communication channels within the organization that are open, 
transparent, and accessible to all employees by implementing 
mechanisms for employees to provide feedback, share concerns, 
and suggest improvements [7,11]. Communicating organizational 
goals, expectations, and changes to all employees helps maintain 
clarity and alignment.

Sixth, organizational leaders should encourage collaboration 
and teamwork where individuals work together towards 
common goals [12]. Promoting interdisciplinary collaboration 
and communication among employees can remove barriers 
between departments and empower employees [13,14]. Seventh, 
organizational leaders should demonstrate and emphasize ethical 
practices by promoting adherence to professional standards 
within the organization [15]. Ensuring that ethical guidelines and 
standards are well-communicated, understood, and followed by all 
employees is essential for evading tombstone mentality in applied 
behavior analysis organizations.

Behavior analysts consistently utilize antecedent interventions 
as preventative measures to reduce undesirable behaviors with 
their clients as part of the client’s behavior intervention plan. 
As a field, behavior analysts should apply our technology to the 
organizations they are employed to eliminate or at least reduce the 
factors that contribute to the tombstone mentality. However, some 
organizations need to be at the point where antecedent strategies 
will be effective. Alternatively, corrective measures will be 
necessary to restore an organizational culture that promotes and 
values employee well-being and client clinical excellence. Those 
in leadership positions must take steps to avoid the Tombstone 
mentality. If organizations reach the brink of collapse, the fallout 
will be more than just the behavior analysts and registered behavior 
technicians employed there. While those massive layoffs are tragic, 
the number of children and families who will find themselves with 
an abrupt loss of services with no recourse other than long waitlists 
will be catastrophic.
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