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The Collapse

Two crashes. 346 lives lost. Over 20 billion dollars erased.
The Boeing 737 MAX was not brought down by a technical flaw. It was brought down by a culture that
stopped listening to its engineers.

The program was meant to deliver greater fuel efficiency and keep Boeing competitive with Airbus.
Instead, it exposed the dangerous intersection of pressure, silence, and governance failure.
MCAS, a software system designed to automatically adjust the aircraft’s nose during certain flight
conditions, became the centrepiece of the disaster. Pilots were not fully trained on it, and the system
lacked redundancy when sensors failed.

This was not a product failure. It was a leadership failure that turned delivery pressure into a system
that punished the people who tried to prevent disaster.

The Fatal Flaw: Pressure Without Integrity

1. Delivery pressure replaced engineering discipline
Boeing faced fierce competition and compressed development schedules. Rather than designing a
new aircraft, leadership pushed engineers to modify an ageing platform to meet aggressive
commercial targets. Production speed became the success metric, not safety readiness.

2. Psychological safety gave way to silence
Internal communications and testimony revealed engineers and pilots raised concerns about MCAS
months before certification. Some warned that the software could override pilot control. They were
told not to delay the program. A culture of fear and compliance replaced one of open challenge and
technical integrity.

3. Governance mistook compliance for control
The FAA delegated key aspects of safety certification back to Boeing. Oversight became self-review.
Risk assessments were signed off internally, and critical flaws were never escalated. The system relied
on compliance paperwork rather than active governance and independent assurance.
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Structural and Cultural Breakdowns

The 737 MAX crisis exposed failures that ran deeper than design or testing.

Governance:

Safety oversight was fragmented, with authority diffused across commercial, engineering, and
regulatory boundaries. Decision rights were misaligned, and accountability blurred.
Process:

Risk evaluation was subordinated to delivery deadlines. Safety processes that had protected Boeing for
decades were compressed or bypassed to preserve timelines.

People and Culture:

Psychological safety eroded. Engineers who challenged decisions found themselves sidelined.
Leadership rewarded speed and profit over caution and integrity.

Technology and Testing:
MCAS was introduced without adequate documentation, redundancy, or simulation under real flight
conditions. Pilots were not trained to respond to the system’s unexpected behaviour.

The Leader’s Mandate: Culture Is a Control System

Build cultures where safety outweighs speed
Transformation must protect integrity before delivery. No milestone or market target justifies
compromising ethical or operational standards.

Listen to the engineers
The people closest to the work see the risks first, and tried to warn leadership. The question is whether
leaders created systems to hear them. Governance must elevate dissent, protect truth-tellers, and
reward transparency, even when it slows delivery.

Redefine governance as active assurance
Regulatory compliance is not governance. When culture punishes truth-telling, governance becomes
theatre: compliance without protection, process without safety. Independent validation, open
reporting lines, and real accountability are what protect lives, reputation, and trust.

Strategic Conclusion

The 737 MAX shows what happens when delivery pressure silences the people who see the risks first.
Transformation leadership is not about budgets, milestones, or metrics. It is about courage,  the
courage to protect what matters most when it is inconvenient to do so.

At Telos Program Partners, we help leaders build transformation programs where speaking up is
protected, not punished, because the best risk management system is a culture that listens.
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