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Abstract  

This study focuses on the Safety Management System (SMS) brought forward by aviation authorities in the 
early 2000s, which aims to increase the safety level of air transportation activities and to maintain these 
activities at acceptable risk levels. SMS is an administrative application that emerged to ensure safety in 
aviation activities, and became widespread in national and international fields. Many organizations in the 
aviation industry implement SMS and set up SMS divisions. The aim of this study is to explain the process of 
transition to SMS in aviation organizations in Turkey. Qualitative research method was applied. Semi-
structured interviews, observations and researcher diary were used as data collection tools. Semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with 11 organizations’ SMS managers who work for group A ground service 
organizations, catering organizations and terminal organizations. To include all related stakeholders, a semi-
structured interview was conducted with an SMS auditor from the Directorate General of Civil Aviation. Three 
observations related to SMS were performed throughout the research. Qualitative data were analyzed by 
inductive analyses method. This study discusses organizations’ transition to SMS, and the factors that 
challenge and facilitate the transition process. Lastly, suggestions for process improvements were 
presented. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Safety Management System (SMS) is an important safety management approach introduced in the early 
2000s with a view to improving safety in activities related to air transportation and to maintain such activities 
at acceptable risk levels. Although air transportation is today the safest mode of transport, there has still 
been aviation accidents and fatalities. The Malaysia plane crash of March 8, 2014, in which 239 passengers 
and crew members were lost, the TransAsia accident of February 4, 2015 in Taiwan, in which 47 people lost 
their lives, and the Germanwings accident of March 24, 2015 in France, in which 144 people lost their lives, 
indicate that aviation accidents have not been prevented yet.   

SMS is a safety management approach implemented to improve safety in aviation activities and to 
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maintain these activities at acceptable risk levels. Aviation authorities acknowledged in the early 2000s that 
compliance with rules and regulations was not enough to guarantee safety, and brought up SMS, which is 
the product of a paradigm that was quite different from safety management approaches adopted in the past. 
While traditional safety management approaches assume that compliance with regulations brings about 
safety, SMS promotes a real safety performance that focuses on human factor, positive safety culture, and 
real-life conditions. SMS is the product of a paradigm that sees the world as it is, and acknowledges the fact 
that humans and organizations can make mistakes and violations. SMS aims to disclose the root causes of 
accidents, does not adopt a denouncing approach, and points to the need for a positive safety culture. The 
main purpose of SMS is to enhance safety performance under real-life conditions. SMS, quite different from 
old-school safety approaches, encourages all employees to see safety as a priority and to take all steps in 
flight operation based on this priority. Thus, hazards that are likely to influence each other and cause 
undesirable incidents may be anticipated, risks of such hazards are determined, and risks are prevented 
before they cause incidents in order to improve safety in aviation activities. This study aims to investigate the 
process of transition to SMS, which is seen as a highly important instrument for improving aviation safety. To 
this end, the study seeks answers to following questions:          

1- How was the process of transition to SMS in Turkey? 

2- What were the factors that challenges and facilitated the process of transition to SMS in Turkey? 

2 LITERATURE REVIEW  

2.1. Safety Management System 

There are numberless interactions and hazardous situations caused by interactions not only in the aviation 
sector (ICAO, 2013a: 2-25) but also in human activities of daily living. Thus, by the nature of living, risks 
cannot be reduced to zero (ICAO, 2009, p. 2-2, 7-13). That is why it is important to keep risks at acceptable 
levels. The concept of safety corresponds to keeping risks at acceptable and minimal levels (Transport 
Research Board, 2009: 4, ICAO, 2009, p. 2-2). In the aviation sector as well, there is a need to minimize 
risks and keep them at acceptable levels. It is possible to fulfill this necessity with Safety Management 
System, recommended by international aviation authorities. A paradigm shift underlies the safety 
management approach. The paradigm shift was from the approach based on compliance with regulations to 
the performance-based approach (Transport Research Board, 2009, p. 7; ICAO, 2006, p. 1-6-7).     

With regard to aviation safety, the traditional safety management approach resorts to legislations to picture 
an ideal world order (ICAO, 2006:1-6), and assumes that compliance with regulations ensures the 
improvement of safety, adopting a perspective that sees the world as it ought to be. However, it has been 
observed that despite measures, regulations and audits, aviation accidents and fatalities continued to 
happen, and safety could be enhanced to a certain level, but not to the maximum level (ICAO, 2006:1-6; 
Maher et al., 2013:2); the growing air traffic has brought about new interactions (Transport Research Board, 
2009:7); and such interactions lead to the factors that underlie accidents by the nature of living (Perrow, 
1984:17-20). As a result of this, a new paradigm has developed, asserting that compliance with regulations 
does not eliminate risks and is not enough to improve safety. With this paradigm, the ICAO introduced a 
performance-based approach to safety management (2006, p.1-6-7).     

There are several organizations that regulate aviation sector at the national and international level. The 
ICAO, with 191 member countries, is the largest aviation authority that regulates air transportation. The 
ICAO, taken as a reference in this study, defined 12 elements that fall under four main components in order 
to draw the framework of Safety Management System (ICAO, 2006, p. 7-Appendix 2-2; ICAO, 2009, p. 8-3; 
2013a, p. 5-2; 2013b, p. App 2-1), and specified a four-step approach to the implementation of SMS (ICAO, 
2009, p. 10-1).  

2.2. Relevant Studies 

SMS, as a rapidly spreading approach among aviation organizations in the sector, has also drawn the 
interest of researchers and become a topic of research from various perspectives. In their study on safety 
culture and Safety Management System in aircraft maintenance organizations, Mcdonald et al. (2000) 
collected data from four maintenance organizations through documents, interviews and questionnaires, and 
found out that there was no significant difference between these organizations with regard to compliance 
with tasks and procedures, and that only one organization was different from the others in terms of safety 
attitudes, in which there was a strong and homogeneous relationship between technicians. In a study 
focusing on the perceptions of safety, safety violations and improvement of aviation safety, the researchers 
collected data through focus groups and e-mail questionnaires, pointed to the importance of reporting 
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processes, human resources management and role of the civil aviation authority for the improvement of 
safety, and discovered that both personal and financial factors play a role in safety violations (Gill, 2004). A 
study on employees’ perceptions of safety management and culture in the aviation sector of New Zealand 
drew attention to employees’ safety responsibilities and the need for enhancing positive safety culture (Gill 
and Shergill, 2004). In a study collecting data from the Taiwanese aviation industry to establish an effective 
SMS for aviation organizations, a model proposal was developed to enhance safety culture of personnel and 
to raise their awareness of organizational identity (Liou et al., 2008). In a study conducted in Turkey to seek 
possible challenges to the implementation of SMS in aircraft maintenance organizations, the data collected 
through open-ended questionnaires and analyzed by qualitative methods showed that a positive safety 
culture played a significant role in the implementation of SMS (Gerede, 2014). Gerede (2015) adopted a 
different method to seek an answer to the same question, and revealed that a weak positive just culture was 
the most important challenge to the successful implementation of SMS. The survey of literature provided no 
research on the process of transition to SMS of aviation organizations in the national context. Thus, this 
study is particularly important for successful implementation of SMS and improvement of aviation safety. 

3 METHOD 

The aim of this study is to explain the process of transition to SMS in aviation organizations. To this end, the 
qualitative research design that allows in-depth data collection was adopted. This method enables 
researchers to address why and how rather than what and to which extent aspects of a new situation (Hays 
and Singh, 2012, p. 4). For the purpose of this study, semi-structured interviews, observation notes and 
research diary were used, which are all qualitative data-collecting tools. Before semi-structured interviews 
based on open-ended questions (Patton, 2002:17), two pilot studies were conducted with safety managers in 
order to evaluate research and interview questions (Glesne, 2013, p. 74-75).    

Observations, like interviews, are data-collecting methods used in qualitative research (Merriam, 1998, p. 94-
96; Creswell, 2013, p. 190-191). That is why the researcher participated as an observer in three meetings – 
one at the aviation organization, one at the national organizations and one at the international organizations 
level – where challenges and ideas related to SMS were discussed, and took field notes to collect data 
(Glesne, 2013, p. 9, 87).    

It is a common sampling method in qualitative research to select cases and participants based on the 
purpose of study and knowledge of individuals to make an in-depth analysis (Patton, 2002, p. 243; Hays and 
Singh, 2012, p. 8). In purposive sampling, the researcher selects experts with knowledge, experience and 
position that represent the population in the best way (Berg, 2001, p. 32; Ary et al., 2010, p. 156). In this 
study, in accordance with purpose of the study, interviews were conducted with 12 managers that play a role 
in the implementation of SMS in 11 organizations, and a technical auditor from the civil aviation authority with 
a view to including the other party of SMS implementation into the study. The demographic data related to 
the participants are presented in Table 1, Table 2, and Table 3.  

Table 1. Distribution of 
Participants by Age Group 

Nr of 
Participants 

Age Group 

- 20-25 

- 26-30 

2 31-35 

4 36-40 

4 41-45 

2 46-50 

1 51-55 

- Above 55 

13 Total 
 

Table 2. Distribution of 
Participants by Gender 

Gender of 

Participants 

Women 4 

Men 9 

Total 13 

 

 

Table 3. Distribution of Participants 
by Level of Education 

Level of 

Education 

Nr of 

Participants 

Associate Degree 1 

Undergraduate 7 

Master's 3 

PhD 1 

Other 1 

Total 13 
 

The following methods were used to ensure trustworthiness of the study, and all data collected is stored: 
triangulating data, describing the field/scope and time of research, receiving consent from participants, voice-
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recording in interviews, and asking subject-area experts to check data for consistency and confirmation 
(Glesne, 2013, p. 65; Miles, et al., 2014, p .311). 

4 FINDINGS AND INTERPRETATION 

4.1. The Process of Transition to SMS 

Turkey is one of the countries that is party to the agreement founding the ICAO. Thus, the country has taken 
the steps required for the implementation SMS in line with the framework defined by the ICAO. In Turkey, the 
Directorate General of Civil Aviation (DGCA) is the authority responsible for the implementation of SMS. The 
DGCA entirely adhered to the model proposed by ICAO for the implementation of SMS, adopted the model 
consisting of four main components and twelve elements, the outlines of which were drawn by ICAO, and 
asked national organizations to implement safety management system according to these outlines defined in 
the translation into Turkish of safety management manual, directives and regulations (DGCA, 2011; 2012b; 
2012c). To this end, the DGCA issued some legislative instruments that directly affect aviation organizations, 
including “Ticari Hava Taşıma İşletmeleri Uçuş Eğitim ve Bakım Kuruluşlarında Emniyet Yönetim Sisteminin 
Uygulanmasına İlişkin Talimat (Directive on the Implementation of Safety Management System in 
Commercial Air Transport Companies, and Flight, Training and Maintenance Organizations)”, “Hava 
Seyrüsefer Hizmet Sağlayıcıları Tarafından EYS Kullanılmasına İlişkin Talimat (Directive on the Use of SMS 
by Air Transport Service Providers)”, “Sivil Havacılıkta EYS Yönetmeliği (Regulations on SMS in Civil 
Aviation)”, and “Havalananlarında EYS'nin Uygulanmasına Yönelik Talimat (Directive on the Implementation 
of SMS in Airports)”. With these instruments, the DGCA has obliged aviation organizations in Turkey to 
implement SMS since 2012.  

The first findings of the research is that all aviation organizations included in the scope of this study initiated 
the process of transition to SMS after the issuance of related directives by the national authority, and took 
the first steps to implement SMS with the urge to comply with the legislation. This is apparent in the 
statements of P10 and P11, i.e. “… we initiated it when it became obligatory with the regulations of the 
Directorate General of Civil Aviation”, and P9, i.e. “We got engaged in it because there was an obligation”. In 
sum, the process of transition to SMS in aviation organizations started and continued with the triggering 
effect of the ICAO at the international level and the DGCA at the national level. 

4.2. Factors that challenge and facilitate the process of transition to SMS 

4.2.1 Factors That Challenge the Process 

The legislation is ambiguous: It was found out that the main factor that challenges the transition process was 
the difficulties related to legislation. These difficulties may be classified as follows; the qualifications 
expected from SMS units and SMS experts are ambiguous, the legislation on SMS is highly general, the 
legislation related to SMS is a translation of texts in foreign language, and it is not original, and all these 
factors cause ambiguities in practice.  

P1 said the following about the fact that the legislation is not original: “… the directives and regulations are 
not original… That is why we have some difficulty in putting them into practice.” It was also found out that the 
qualifications required from SMS experts are not clarified, and that this is a factor that affects the success of 
SMS. P4 explained this factor as follows: “One of the flaws I notice is this: It is a condition to have a security 
manager in all ground services or catering companies. There is a need to establish a unit in each service 
provider. However, there is not such condition about SMS. SMS is under the responsibility of any person… 
of quality managers in most cases. SMS is completely related to safety. There is a need for infrastructure. 
There is a need for an administrative unit that is to manage the infrastructure. There is a need for a manager 
responsible for this. Unfortunately, SMS does not have a clearly defined framework, no one knows what it is. 
I think the civil aviation authority should clearly define the details of safety unit and infrastructure it requires, 
and the actions to be taken in this unit. There is an ambiguity about it.”  

SMS is a novel and different practice: The participants argued that another challenge to the implementation 
of SMS derives from the fact that it is a novel approach and different from conventional approaches to safety 
management. This is summarized as follows by P9: “… because it is new and implemented for the first time, 
there are some ambiguities.” What lies beneath this ambiguity is that SMS predicates on a new safety 
management paradigm. SMS, a product of performance-based approach that is seen as a new-generation 
management approach, differs from conventional methods and leaves organizations in a case of uncertainty 
where they do not know how to take measurement and prevention steps. Several participants drew attention 
to the fact that they did not know how to develop and employ predictive methods. “I have not used predictive 
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methods before… Predicting an event before it does not provide any signs seems like an extremity. As you 
would acknowledge, we are not at the desired level about that. To be honest, we cannot anticipate the limits, 
but there is room for improvement in that area. Proactive, predictive… These are based on estimations 
without anything in hand. We had difficulty in taking risk assessment to ideal levels.” Another uncertainty 
experienced by the participants is about how to measure safety performance within the scope of SMS. P3 
explained this difficulty as follows: “In my opinion, the most difficult part is determining real performance 
indicators related to SMS. Everyone has difficulty in this. It overlaps with occupational health to a certain 
extent, with customers to a certain extent. It is related to fatality. Since SMS is associated with fatalities in 
minds, everyone in the sector, including us, has difficulty in developing SPI to measure the process that 
ensures the safety of direct operation in a sustainable way.” The participant drew attention to the difficulty in 
developing parameters to measure safety within the frame of SMS, and summarized that there is an 
uncertainty about safety measurement in the sector.    

SMS has remained on paper for now: All participants mentioned that it was easy to ensure compliance with 
SMS on paper, but it was challenging to put theory into practice. This is supported by P7, who reported to 
have “finished only developing the skeleton”, and P4 who said the following: “This is what they asked us to 
do… Paperwork, documents… This is the truth. They want us to complete the paperwork to be audited, and 
this is what we did. But this is not the right thing.” 

Auditing is of ceremonial nature: This is a result of the finding that audits mostly remain on paper. Several 
participants stated that audits of the authority have so far remained on paper. The following is what P11 said 
about audits: “The audits mostly focused on papers rather than practices, I believe. We were asked whether 
the documentation was completed, what was included in which document… The auditing plan did not cover 
practices or examples of practices. Different types of auditing may be used in the practical aspect. You can 
go to the field to talk to employees; talk to the senior management, there may be various checkpoints in the 
organization. Then you can see whether SMS is really implemented or not.” With his following statements, 
P8 also supports that auditing was not effective: “You can improve the effectiveness of auditing by focusing 
on business outcomes rather than theoretical experience. You can increase effectiveness and reduce 
conflicts when you see practices on site and talk to practitioners. If you ask questions based on a translated 
checklist, it is likely that you fail to understand the practice.” Thus, different approaches adopted by 
theoreticians and practitioners in auditing decrease the effectiveness of audits, render it difficult to notice 
real-life equivalents of theories, and attribute a symbolic nature to auditing. Some participants also 
mentioned that not only audits of the authority but also internal audits in the organization sometimes 
remained as symbolic activities.     

Organizations seek efficiency: Like other business corporations, aviation organizations seek efficiency in 
business. This is also seen in the implementation of SMS. While endeavoring to comply with the authority on 
one hand and seeking to ensure sustainability of efficiency on the other hand, aviation organizations have 
not allocated sufficient human resources for SMS, which challenged the implementation of SMS. One of the 
findings of this study, conducted with managers responsible for the launch and management of SMS in the 
organizations included in this study, is that the managers are responsible for SMS in addition to other duties. 
In no organization, there were units, managers and employees solely and specifically charged with the 
launch and implementation of SMS. However, a resource that was developed under the leadership of 
Federal Aviation Administration – FAA, which is a highly effective organization across the world, to guide the 
process of launching and implementing SMS recommends that large aviation organizations establish a unit 
that is specifically responsible for SMS (Transportation Research Board, 2009). Yet, P4 explained as follows 
that a specific and independent unit cannot be established unless it is obligatory: “…certainly, it cannot be 
otherwise. No one will allocate resources to it. As I told, ‘there is a manager, why would I have another one,’ 
they think. In sum, the largest resource and cost is related to human resources… They are not willing to bear 
such a cost… Do you think the company will bear the costs? A company never wants costs, extra costs.” 
Another finding is that SMS is seen as an obstacle to the fulfillment of operational targets since timely flight 
operation is a priority in the sector. Therefore, intensive and fast flight operations cause a time pressure on 
personnel. It may be quite hard to implement SMS under real-life conditions, due to the concern for fulfilling 
operational activities on time. P2 explained this as follows: “There are competitive conditions as well as 
changing conditions in the sector. Let’s take ground time, for example. Up to a couple of years ago, there 
were no 20-25 minutes of ground time. But now there is such a thing in our lives. We used to prepare the 
aircraft in a longer period of time without time pressure, in 45 minutes or one hour. But now the period is 
getting shorter. Particularly with the entry of low-cost companies to the sector, we have more time pressure, 
and thus we are not at the desired level in terms of safety culture and effective use of reporting mechanisms. 
For, people have to live fast, and operations need to be faster. Personnel may fail to report any dangers they 



23-25 May 2016- Istanbul, Turkey 
Proceedings of SOCIOINT 2016 3rd International Conference on Education, Social Sciences and Humanities 

 

ISBN: 978-605-64453-7-8 352 

 

experienced during the day because they cannot find time or they forget it at the end of day.” Another related 
finding is the reluctance to allocate adequate financial resources. All organizations included in this study are 
business corporations that operate at the national and international scale. That is why their aim is to fulfill 
minimum requirements related to the implementation of SMS, and avoid any extra costs. P6 supports this 
finding with his following statements: “When there is a high-cost requirement related to SMS in x or y 
department, I am never told about this. OK, I am an SMS manager, but I do not go to z department to see 
what is happening there. It is the employees working in z department who know what is going on. They do 
not notify us about this. Not only us, but no one else, or even they notify someone, enterprises tend to ignore 
it if the cost is high… There is a need for a functioning reporting mechanism, but the manager of that 
department will probably not communicate it to others and try to solve it within the department. Thus, many 
problems will be ignored.”  

The effect of positive safety culture: Positive safety culture is a sine qua non for an effective SMS. Defined 
briefly as the combination of beliefs and values related to safety (Reason, 1998:294), positive safety culture 
may affect safety procedures by orientating decisions and acts of personnel in the organization (Stolzer et 
al., 2008, p. 24). In organizations, where personnel and senior managers have high safety commitment, it is 
more likely that hazards that compromise safety and measures that mitigate risk are sought, discovered and 
handled. There is not a positive safety culture in the organizations where not all employees uphold safety, 
the factors that are likely to cause hazards are ignored and not reported, such factors are disregarded by 
senior management even when reported by employees, and measures related to hazards are not taken. The 
success of SMS will certainly decrease in such organizations (Cabrera, 1997, p 267; Gill and Shergill, 2014; 
Gerede, 2015, p. 108). In the majority of organizations included in this study, it was found out that SMS 
practices were not adopted by all employees, and that organizational participation in practice was quite low. 
This is apparent in following statements of P4: “What challenges us most was that the personnel did not 
adopt SMS… For instance, I say that Mehmet is responsible for this, then no one else other than Mehmet is 
interested in procedures.” Another factor that challenges the process is the lack of a reporting culture. The 
related findings of this study are that reporting does not comply with the culture of our country, people 
generally do not have a positive attitude to reporting because of either the fear of getting punished or the 
common perception that reporting may mean whistleblowing, and employees usually tend to report the cases 
that do not arise from their own or other personnel’s mistakes, but from the mistakes of other organizations. 
The foregoing findings related to positive safety culture were observed in eight out of eleven organizations 
included in this study. The remaining three organizations reported that they had a large team taking part in 
SMS procedures and that they were satisfied with the number of related reports. These organizations 
pointed to the existing culture as the cause of positive reporting culture, and thus provided signs of the 
presence of a positive safety culture.              

Sectoral issues: Certain issues related to nature of the sector also constitute a challenge to the 
implementation of SMS. One of these issues is that airport authorities do not take an active role in the 
implementation of SMS. The organizations included in this study provide services related to flight operations, 
and do not act in the airport. That is why they rely on the airport authority in terms of resources. This reliance 
implies that the organization is directly affected by any activities that an airport operator carries out or fails to 
carry out. All participants argued that airport operators has so far failed to establish an umbrella system that 
encompasses all stakeholders and ensures information exchange between the stakeholders, and that such a 
system is a necessity in the sector. P12 explained as follows the problems related to airports and the 
dependence of flight operators on airport operators:  

“Of course, there is an authority. Airports are not left without an authority, are they? Yet, there is a need for 
some sort of guidance from that authority. For, individual attempts are always limited. This is what we 
encounter in many attempts: For instance, there is a risk, this risk affects many people, and how can we 
eliminate this risk? An investment of the airport authority can make such and such changes there. We 
operate in such a structure. You already know how we work. We operate according to licenses that airport 
operators grant under certain conditions. We have no more authorities, for example no authority about any 
infrastructural changes in xxx part of the airport. We can just make an official request. But the decision-
making mechanism is the authority that grants us the license. That authority has to establish an organization 
of coordination for such changes. The airport authority… I especially want to highlight this because we 
encounter lots of problems about it.” There are some other obstacles to the implementation of safety-
enhancing measures. It takes airport authorities a lot of time to implement risk-mitigating cautions and that 
heavy bureaucratic procedures cause a delay in taking risk-mitigating cautions related to the infrastructure of 
airports. This is explained by P1 and P2 as follows: “Impossibilities are mostly related to the infrastructure in 
Turkey. There are some hazards, some activities that cause risk in the sector. We observed and detected 
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them. However, when we share them with the authority, we cannot get an outcome in a fast way. There are 
some impossibility in practice. Everybody has already agreed on risks related to the problem. ‘Yes, there is 
such a risk, such a hazard here. And this will produce such results,’ we can say. But we have a difficulty in 
obtaining results. It sometimes is not easy to go beyond the airport authority or the bureaucracy… We ask 
them to do something, but they refuse. ‘So let us do this.’ ‘No,’ they say. We have to operate under those 
risks until they say yes, they take a step.” In addition to the problems related to the airport authority, there 
are some other problems, including the lack of coordination between the DGCA and airport operators, which 
constitutes an obstacle to the elimination of risks that compromise safety and leaves problems unsolved. 
Other challenges that affect the implementation of SMS are time pressure and sharing the working area with 
other organizations. A single flight operation in the airport requires the service of several organizations in a 
limited period of time. In addition to time pressure, working with different organizations brings about new 
risks. P12 explained as follows how this sectoral issue affects their operations:       

“There are some difficulties we encounter because of some issues specific to the sector. One of them is 
sharing the working area. Imagine this: The aircraft landed, it is in parking position. The engine are turned 
off, the lights are off. You have 20-25 minutes for ground handling, catering services, fueling and so on. All 
these need specific techniques; you may have some extra needs… You work in such an atmosphere. In this 
atmosphere, all companies must be able to speak the same language, but they do not. For example, there 
are temporary parking positions just near aircrafts. You probably saw when boarding. There is a competition 
for taking the first place. For instance, the fueler brings his vehicle first. Then the caterer comes and does his 
job without looking around. The tractor drives away. They do not think whether they cause risks for others 
when doing their job. There is no collaborative thinking. As I have already said, because of time pressure, 
people just concentrate on their own job.” P7 talked about his relevant experience as follows: “How can you 
implement SMS when there are about 160-170 thousand passengers during on-peak hours in summer? Let 
me give you an example. In airports, we have rules about SMS or safety. What is the first rule? Speed limit is 
25 kilometers. Do you see any vehicles complying with the speed limit here? These companies have all 
adopted SMS. How many vehicles traveling at 25 km can you show me? There are no, because operation 
must be fast. They have to be fast.”   

The challenges discussed here and supported with direct quotations from participants are obstacles to the 
implementation of SMS. Several sectoral issues make it difficult to put SMS into practice, including time 
pressure, growing air traffic, need for cooperation with several organizations, infrastructural problems, 
bureaucratic obstacles, the failure of airport operators in developing practices that encompass all 
organizations operating in the airport, and communication problems between the DGCA and airport 
operators 

4.2.2. Factors That Facilitate the Process 

Presence of legislation: The DGCA forced aviation organizations in Turkey to implement SMS, and issued 
the legal instruments required to ensure the implementation of SMS. These were the steps that initiated the 
SMS process in Turkey. Aviation organizations shape the structure and activities related to SMS in line with 
the legislation. The majority of participants reported that they took the legislation as a model for SMS 
processes, and made use of the ICAO documents in addition to the legislation adopted by the DGCA. The 
participants mentioned that they took the legislation as a reference when building the system, and developed 
structures and processes based on the legislation. Despite the ambiguities and deficiencies related to the 
legislation, the participants see the presence of legislation as an advantage for implementing SMS.     

Implementation of SMS in other organizations: Aviation organizations, functioning within the same 
institutional framework, have started implementing SMS with similar mechanisms, and attempted to comply 
with requirements in the legislation. In these attempts, the organizations have seen each other as a 
reference, and not only inquired but also modeled the related activities of other organizations. This was 
summarized as follows by P10 “There was also the data we obtained from the companies we contacted. We 
partially made use of that data”, and P8 “We learned a lot from friends on the same platform… For example, 
we shared with each other the presentations we used in trainings”. It may be concluded that the cooperation 
between the organizations facilitated the SMS process, and rendered SMS more comprehensible.    

SMS trainings: Another source of reference that the participants found useful was trainings that the 
legislation required organizations to offer after they adopted SMS. The participants reported that they started 
understanding SMS in these trainings, and had recourse to the trainer and training documents to get support 
after trainings were completed. The participants agreed that training programs and trainers facilitated the 
process of transition to SMS, as stated by K10 “In the beginning, we were in contact with the trainer who 
gave us SMS training… We wanted support from him/her because he/she taught us what SMS is”, and by 
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K10 “We received a training on SMS in civil aviation… We got documents and presentation materials from 
the trainer. We use them as a reference in our SMS trainings”. 

Positive interaction between the sector and the authority: Most of the participants drew attention to the 
authority’s attitude towards the implementation of SMS and its guiding role in the process. The majority of 
the participants reported that the DGCA was cooperative and open to interaction and exchange of 
information in the process of implementing SMS. It was important that the DGCA brought together aviation 
organizations in SMS workshops and seminars in order to discuss challenges and exchange information 
related to SMS, and to reduce uncertainties in the minds of practitioners. The data from the participants 
suggests that these information-providing activities were found satisfactory in the sector, and were useful for 
clarifying the ambiguities related to SMS. This is explained as follows by P12: “The DGCA has goodwill 
about this, and we can see its implications. It takes opinions from companies in the sector, and revises the 
directives in consideration of these opinions. There is no problem about this”, and by P5: “Whenever we 
called them and asked something, they did their best to provide information about SMS. They are very 
positive.” P8 supports the positive attitude of the DGCA with the following statements: “Conflicts sometimes 
arise, but they can be solved easily. I have to mention that the civil aviation authority is not the grim-faced 
‘state institution’ that we used to encounter in the past, it is now motivating and guiding.”      

Implementation of other management systems: Another factor that facilitated the process was the 
implementation of other management systems. Other systems contributed to the implementation of SMS, 
and in some cases, provided an infrastructure for building SMS. The participants reported to have taken the 
resources of similar systems as a reference in the implementation of SMS. P9 explained this as follows: 
“Because the infrastructure was similar to that of occupational safety, I made use of that infrastructure. Not 
only I but also our occupational safety expert… I used occupational safety as the infrastructure of SMS.” P4 
said the following to emphasize the contribution of other management systems and past experience to the 
implementation of SMS: “My previous experience was related to quality. ISAGO is a new standard. It is 
entirely an operational process, used to audit operational processes. I made use of it.” 

In brief, the main factors that facilitated the process of transition to SMS were the presence of legislation, the 
use of experience of other organizations, training programs concerning SMS, positive interaction between 
the sector and the authority, and the use of similar managements systems (e.g. occupational health and 
safety management system, OHSAS, ISAGO) implemented before SMS was adopted. 

5 CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION 

This study has set out to explain the process of transition to SMS in Turkey and the factors that challenge 
and facilitate the transition process. The analyses of qualitative data produced some relevant results. The 
first finding is that the process started with the regulations and directives issued by the ICAO at the 
international level and the DGCA at the national level, and that aviation organizations in Turkey have 
implemented SMS since 2012 because of the obligation imposed by directives. The factors that challenge 
and facilitate the transition process, defined in response to the second research question, are provided in 
Table 4.    

Table 4. The Factors That Challenge and Facilitate the Implementation of SMS 

Challenging Factors Facilitating Factors 

Ambiguity in legislation Presence of legislation 

Novelty and difference of SMS Implementations of other organizations 

SMS is implemented on paper for now SMS trainings 

Organizations seek efficiency Positive interaction between sector and 
authority 

Effect of positive safety culture Other safety management systems 

Sectoral issues  

This study provides some recommendations to prevent any SMS-related problems and to improve the 
process of transition to SMS. First, there are some steps that must be taken by the civil aviation authority in 
order to eliminate the ambiguities. It will be particularly useful to provide a source of reference that includes 
practices related to Turkey and to adapt the legislation into the Turkish culture (the current manual is a 
translation), to develop the SMS legislation in a way to ensure that it provides models specific to 
organizations’ fields of activity, to develop safety measurement indicators that are specific to organizations’ 
fields of activity, and to clarify the qualifications that SMS units and personnel are required to have. SMS-
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related activities may be of secondary importance because SMS managers, in most cases, have other 
responsibilities and duties in addition to SMS, and units specific to SMS have not been established yet. That 
is why there is a need to clarify the qualifications of SMS units, managers and personnel. The establishment 
of separate SMS units is important especially in large organizations directly involved in flight operations. 
Excessive workload in busy airports, particularly in summer months, may constitute an obstacle to the 
implementation of SMS. Thus, appointing managers solely responsible for SMS will eliminate the dilemma of 
operation and safety. It is important that the roles and qualifications of SMS managers are defined clearly, 
and they are able to work independently. It was found out in this study that the authority adopted a 
cooperative attitude with regard to the implementation of SMS. Particularly workshops and training programs 
held by the authority were reported to be satisfactory by the participants. Given that they provide 
practitioners with the opportunity to eliminate ambiguities and discuss the problems, increasing the number 
of such activities will contribute to the process. Considering that the authority currently audits only what is on 
paper and cannot measure the results of real-life practices, there is a need to develop auditing tools that not 
only measure the documentation, but also practical implications of documentation. Since SMS may be 
confounded with other management systems, it is also important to conduct a study that defines the 
similarities and differences between SMS and existing management systems in organizations. Airport 
operators should set up an SMS that comprises all stakeholders in airports, and take an active role in order 
to remove bureaucratic barriers and regulate the coordination between stakeholders. This is likely to improve 
the success of SMS. It is also necessary to identify the risk arising from sharing the working area (in most 
cases, the ramp area) with other organizations, and airport operators are required to develop active solutions 
to this problem. The findings further suggest that there are infrastructure deficiencies in both organizations 
and the authority. Thus, there is a need for steps to be taken to determine and eliminate these deficiencies. 
Lastly, stronger communication that removes bureaucratic barriers between the civil aviation authority and 
organizations is likely to facilitate the process of implementing SMS 
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