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Abstract. An expert trouble-shooter is a subject who has a great deal of 
experience in his activity that allows him or her to be very efficient. However, 
the large amount of problems he or she has experienced tends to rigidify his or 
her strategies due to empirical learning and application of [symptom-fault] co-
occurrence rules. We defend the hypothesis that experts' errors depend on the 
knowledge of these co-occurrences. Our experiment supported this point of 
view: expert trouble-shooters in electronics implement non-relevant actions in 
an atypical symptoms configuration. 
From an operational point of view, human is an active component of systems 
and the final dependability partly relies on human reliability. More specifically, 
human operators are strongly involved in maintenance and trouble-shooting 
activities. One then has to know about the cognitive processes involved in 
expert error and integrate this knowledge in the design of systems. 

Introduction 

A lot of research has put in evidence the performance (rapidity of the actions) and 
the reliability (precision) of experienced operators in many domains of activity. The 
approach of this paper slightly deviates from this conception as it aims at exhibiting 
the limits of expertise in the core of its foundations. The experiment will show that an 
expert trouble-shooter in electronics may be sensitive to a bias. He may perform errors 
and activate non-relevant knowledge. 

Research in problem-solving showed that experts are specialized in an automated 
processing mode. This preferred rule-based automatisation may imply that experts' 
errors mainly depend on this mode of reasoning. An atypical configuration of 
symptoms should then impair the reliability of expert trouble-shooters. 

This article will mainly focus on expert trouble-shooters' activity in natural 
conditions of work in order to identify some psychological elements relevant to work 
situations. The paper begins by presenting some theoretical data about expertise in 
diagnosis. This will serve as a frame for the experiment. The discussion will then 
attempt to link the results with the existing theoretical data and to provide an operator-
centered point of view about systems dependability. 
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Expertise in diagnosis 

The theoretical position of this paper defends the idea that experienced operators 
(hereafter called experts) solve problems by extracting surface patterns of information 
from the environment in order to identify a possible solution [1]. The detection of 
such patterns permit the triggering of what Rasmussen [2] calls short-cuts, that is to 
say a matching process between a configuration of data and an action. 

The need to make fast decisions favours diagnostic methods based on pattern 
recognition rather than on underlying processes [3]. Diagnosis operations of experts 
rely on probabilities [4, 5]. They activate tests of some elements of the system that, in 
the past, have most often explained the symptoms. These tests may be executed 
sequentially, from the most probable to the least probable [6]. 

 
Diagnosis can be considered as a form of reasoning whose goal is to identify causes 

of facts assessed as abnormal [7, 8]. Diagnosis is involved in a wide variety of 
situations where it regulates the activity. Such situations include among others the 
monitoring of a nuclear reactor [9], monitoring a furnace [10], piloting an aircraft 
[11], fire-fighting [12], decision making in an anti-aircraft defence system of a surface 
ship [13], decision making on an offshore platform [14]. Diagnosis is also present in 
static situations. This is the case of trouble-shooting. Studies that have dealt with 
natural trouble-shooting include an automobile ignition system [15], a running engine 
[16], an electronic circuit [17]. In these situations, fault-finding represents the main 
part of the activity and the diagnosis process mainly develops as a consequence of the 
operator's actions. In this research, diagnosis will be considered as a static trouble-
shooting task. 

Symptoms detection is a major phase in the trouble-shooting process. It is a 
selection of data. It is performed as a function of the weight that the operator assigns 
to the different available sources. This strategy relies on the knowledge of past 
occurrences of malfunctions and on their causes. It allows expert operators to 
implement a symptomatic trouble-shooting [7, 2, 4, 5]. This research strategy quickly 
reduces the number of components possibly at fault with very few tests. It is a pattern 
recognition process where symptoms are compared to possible causes in order to find 
a relation that will indicate a specific fault [8, 18]. The symptomatic strategy is 
generally opposed to the topographic strategy where fault-finding consists in searching 
for a fault by following a physical support such as a cable or a flux. It is processed at a 
knowledge-based level of control -typical of the novice operator- that implies heavy 
and numerous operations. 

Theoretical position 

In the classical conception, expertise relies on a capacity to activate knowledge 
relevant to the task and to efficiently categorize problems [19]. This paper puts this 
conception of expert reasoning in question. The large amount of problems trouble-
shooters meet through their experience tend to rigidify the strategies they implement. 
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This is mainly due to empirical learning of [symptom-fault] co-occurrences. Expert 
trouble-shooters may then be sensitive to biases. They may produce errors and 
activate non-relevant knowledge, especially in an atypical configuration where the 
symptoms do not match the usual causes. 

The experiment will attempt to show that experts' errors rely on a rule-based 
association that occurs when the situational data are not optimal for such an 
association. As novices' reasoning processes mainly rely on a knowledge-based level 
of control, they should not be sensitive to this bias. They are expected to show more 
efficient diagnostic reasoning processes in some phases of the trouble-shooting 
activity. 

The general approach developed in this paper is a naturalistic one. It consists in 
studying a trouble-shooting task in the conditions of the real work. The psychological 
interest is to understand the mechanisms underlying expert error. This study also has 
an operational interest since an operator performing an error when trouble-shooting 
may impair the availability and the dependability of a system. 

This research will study a trouble-shooting task on an electronic circuit where a 
fault was implemented. This fault exhibits frequent and well-known symptoms 
whereas the actual cause is rare. This discrepancy should be an interesting feature in 
order to study expert error in diagnosis. 

Method 

Subjects 

All participants were male and volunteers. There were 10 expert and 9 novice 
electronics operators. Experts had between 8 and 40 years of experience (m=18,9; 
s=9,1). There were 8 military operators (Air Base 278 at Ambérieu and Naval Base at 
Toulon, France) and 2 civilians. All of them were professional operators. Novices 
were baccalaureat students in a technical school (Lycée Vauvenargues, Aix-en-
Provence, France) who had been studying electronics for 2 years.  

Materials 

Diagnosis devices (multimeter, oscilloscope) and two technical diagrams (an 
implantation diagram and a theoretical diagram, in A4 format) were provided to the 
subjects. The implantation diagram (Fig. 1) is a representation of the topographic 
aspect of the circuit. The theoretical diagram (Fig. 2) represents the connections 
between the components.  
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Fig. 1. Implantation diagram 
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Fig. 2. Theoretical diagram 

Experimental device 

The device1 subjects had to trouble-shoot was a simple low-frequency amplifier 
that comprised two amplification stages, each comprising an integrated circuit (IC). 
The first stage comprised the IC741 ; the second one comprised the IC386. The 
assembling of the circuit conformed to conventions. The board (24cm x 8cm) where 
the circuit was assembled allowed the subjects to visualize the tracks and the 
connections between the components. The inputs of the circuit were a FM radio signal 
plugged into the input jack (component J) and a DC 12V power supply. When the 
fault was located (see below) and the faulty component replaced, some FM music was 
broadcast through the loud speaker. 

                                                           
1 The author wishes to thank Jean-Claude Gedin (LPC, University of Provence) for the design 

of the circuit. 
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Description of the fault 

The fault was on the C7 condenser. Although this fault is very rare, it is similar to 
another fault -an integrated circuit (IC) failure- that can usually be diagnosed rapidly. 
C7 was short-circuited with a thin invisible weld wire. In this faulty condition, the 
condenser C7 switched the output signal of the IC386 to the mass track (Fig. 3). When 
subjects tested this IC, they tested the input, measured a signal, then tested the output 
and measured no signal. The symptoms led the subjects to suspect the connected 
IC386 as the cause of the fault. 
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Fig. 3. Description of the fault. 

Procedure 

The subjects worked in their usual workshop. After the instructions were read, the 
device was turned on (in configuration of fault) and the diagnosis began. The 
experimentation was videotaped in order to keep track of the operator's actions. The 
trouble-shooting process stopped when the subjects found the faulty component or 
when he gave up. No advice was given to the subject and there was no time limit. The 
experiment could stop with the cause of the fault not being discovered. 

Variables 

There is one between-subjects variable: expertise (expert vs. novice). Percentages 
in the total number of operations were computed for the variables 5 to 14. They allow 
the extraction and comparison of proportional data.  
1 /   Fault located or not. 
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2 /   Time. This referred to the number of minutes that separate the beginning of the 
experiment to the localization of the fault or the moment when the subject gave 
up. 

3 /   Total number of operations. An operation is considered as a test (measure, 
disassembly, etc.) or the consultation of a source of information that is external 
to the circuit itself (e.g. diagrams). 

4 /   Number of different elements covered by the operations. This variable measures 
the diversity of elements tested by the subject. 

5 /   Percentage of operations on the IC386.  
6 /   Percentage of operations on the IC741.  
7 /   Percentage of operations on the ICs (741 + 386). ICs are active and fragile 

components. A high number of operations on these components highlights the 
implementation of a frequency heuristic. 

8 /   Percentage of operations before the 1st operation on the IC386.  
9 /   Percentage of operations before the 1st operation on the IC741. 
10 / Percentage of operations before the 1st operation on an IC. This variable is an 

indication of the progression of the diagnosis before the 1st operation on an IC. 
11 / Percentage of operations on resistances and condensers. Resistances and 

condensers are passive and reliable components. A high number of operations on 
these components indicates some remoteness from the frequency heuristic. 

12 / Percentage of operations on C7. C7 is the component at fault. It is short-circuited 
but it is usually reliable. It is not a good candidate for the fault. 

13 / Percentage of operations before the 1st operation on C7. 
14 / Percentage of operations after the 1st operation on C7.  

Predictions 

Experts have the greatest amount of experience in this experiment (Variable 1). 
The total number of operations (V3) should be higher for experts than novices as the 
fault is an atypical one. However, this variable has to be considered in the context of 
the final result of the trouble-shooting process. On the other hand, the number of 
different elements covered should be lower for experts than novices since experts are 
expected to test a smaller diversity of components (V4). 

The percentage of operations on the IC386, on the IC741 and on the ICs (V5, V6 & 
V7) should be higher for experts than for novices. In the same way, considering the 
expected saliency of the ICs, the percentage of operations before the 1st operation on 
the IC386, on the IC741 and on an IC (V8, V9 & V10) should be lower among 
experts. The hypothesized implementation of the frequency heuristic supports this set 
of predictions. 

Through their extended practice, experts built an empirical knowledge about the 
relative reliability of the resistances and condensers. The percentage of operations on 
these components (V11) should be lower for these subjects.  

Finally, as C7 is a very reliable component, the percentage of operations on C7 
(V12) should be lower for experts than for novices. For the same reason, the 
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percentage of operations before the 1st operation on C7 (V13) will be higher for 
experts. 

The variables 2 (time) and 14 (% of operations after the 1st operation on C7), 
although not introducing any hypotheses, should provide some additional data. 

Results 

The data were analysed through an analysis of variance. Broadly speaking, results 
did not reject the hypotheses. 

Experts located the fault more often than novices (5/10 experts versus 2/9 novices). 
Expertise, regarding the final state of diagnosis, remained a factor of competence. But 
some areas of the expert trouble-shooting process were sub-optimal. 

The experiment stopped when the cause of the fault was located or when the 
subject gave up. Experts spent more time than novices before reaching this point 
(experts=47 min; novices=30,22 min) (F(1,17)=4,129; p=.058). Contrary to our 
prediction, experts and novices did not differ significantly on the total number of 
operations and on the elements covered by the operations. 

As Fig. 4 shows, the percentage of operations on the IC386 is larger among experts 
(experts=25,9; novices=3,6) (F(1,17)=10,888; p=.004). These subjects also showed a 
larger percentage of operations on the IC741 (experts=13,2; novices=2,12) 
(F(1,17)=13,095; p=.002). On the whole, the percentage of operations on the ICs (741 
+ 386) was larger for experts than for novices (experts=39,2; novices=5,6) 
(F(1,17)=30,59; p=.0000). As predicted, expert operators over-valued the importance 
of ICs in the circuit. 

Experts and novices differed significantly on the percentage of operations before 
the first operation on the IC386 (experts=4,66; novices=48,23) (F(1,15)=16,035; 
p=.001), on the percentage of operations before the first operation on the IC741 
(experts=5,77; novices=26,39) (F(1,12)=6,414; p=.026) and on the percentage of 
operations before the first operation on ICs (experts=4,47; novices=43,7) 
(F(1,15)=11,881; p=.003). Generally speaking, experts performed fewer operations 
than novices before testing an IC. These findings were considered as evidence for the 
implementation of the frequency heuristic. 

 



 8 

67,4

39,2

13,2

25,9

61,5

23,4

47,3

26,39

48,23

5,6

3,6

4,47

5,77

4,66

8,1

41,3

2,12

75,1

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

% of operations after 1st
operation on C7

% of operations before
1st operation on C7

% of operations on cond.
+ resist.

% of operations before
1st operation on an IC

% of operations before
1st op° on IC741

% of operations before
1st op° on IC386

% of operations on ICs   
(386 + 741)

% of operations on
IC741

% of operations on
IC386

Percentages

Novices

Experts

Fig. 4. Overview of significant results. 

The percentage of operations on resistances and condensers showed a significant 
difference (experts=41,3; novices=75,1) (F(1,17)=11,34; p=.003). As predicted, the 
operations performed by experts on resistances and condensers represented, in 
comparison to novices, a small part of the activity.  

The percentage of operations on C7 did not exhibit any difference between experts 
and novices but the percentage of operations before the first operation on C7 tended to 
be reliably different (experts=67,4; novices=23,4) (F(1,10)=4,086; p=.07). Novices 
tested the faulty component sooner than experts. This result supported our hypothesis 
of a possible implementation of sub-optimal operations by experts. Nevertheless, the 
percentage of operations after the first operation on C7 showed that experts virtually 
finished trouble-shooting after having tested C7 for the first time (experts=8,15; 
novices=61,56) (F(1, 11)=30,44; p=.0002). 
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Discussion 

There were not any significant differences between the two groups of subjects on 
the number of operations and on the number of elements covered. On this latter point, 
one cannot conclude that the expert focused on a more narrow set of components than 
novices did. Subjects did not differentiate themselves on the percentage of operations 
on C7. Experts, when testing this component, noted that it was at fault. This measure 
marked the end of their trouble-shooting. On the other hand, novices hardly ever 
located the fault. As a consequence, they performed very few operations on C7. These 
two different behaviours explain the absence of any difference on this variable.  

Among the experts who did not locate the fault (n=5), two performed operations on 
C7. How may an expert test C7 without locating the fault? One of these two subjects 
asserted, when measuring C7, that he had encountered "some difficulties in testing it". 
A possible explanation lies in the confidence of the operator in the measure. An 
alternative explanation refers to the consistency of a measure regarding the 
representation of the fault. If a component, even at fault, does not allow the operator 
to better understand the symptoms, then this component is not assessed as responsible 
for the symptoms.  

Experts performed more operations on the IC386 and the IC741 than novices. They 
also tested ICs earlier and they perform less tests on resistances and condensers than 
novices. These data support the idea that experts use their knowledge of the relative 
reliabilities of components.  

Novices tested the C7 component sooner than the experts although the latter 
virtually finished their diagnosis once C7 was tested. This result can be discussed in 
the light of the concept of cognitive economy. As resistances are reliable components, 
experts gave priority to ICs as candidates for the fault. Consequently, a small number 
of operations before the first test on this kind of component would be inconsistent 
with the principle of economy, even if it would lead the subject to locate the fault 
faster in our circuit. 

The frequency heuristic associates symptoms to their causes depending on the past 
occurrences. It is a powerful tool in the case where symptoms reflect the structural 
state of the circuit. But this trouble-shooting method can generate errors when 
symptoms are not those usually associated to the fault. Then, the frequency of the past 
occurrences is no longer the best support of the diagnosis process as it causes experts 
to focus on non-relevant components.  

Sub-optimality 

Three points of sub-optimality were listed: 
1. Experts performed more operations than novices before testing the faulty C7 for the 

first time. 
2. Experts focused on ICs. Considering the current fault, this behaviour is sub-optimal 

since the ICs are not responsible for the fault. The concept of frequency bias may 
account for these two latter sub-optimal behaviours. 
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3. Experts spent more time than novices searching for the cause of the fault. Time is 
only a superficial indicator for cognitive activity since experts found the fault more 
often. However, one must keep in mind that speed is not an invariant among 
experts. 

These points of sub-optimality support the idea a) that novices can exhibit more 
efficient behaviours that experts do and b) that expert errors mainly rely on a matching 
process used as a problem solving strategy. Expert operators tend to look for an 
optimal solution with a minimal cognitive expense even if there is not any guarantee 
about the results. This risk is constrained since, in most cases, the operator cannot 
reason in a systematic and exhaustive way on the whole data and hypotheses. 

Limits of the study 

First, the conditions of the experiment are exceptional in comparison to the 
professional activity. Even if an error from an experienced operator is always possible 
whatever his field of activity, expertise is more a security factor than an error 
generator. Secondly, expertise, as in the present research, is often introduced as a 
binary concept. However, it is not a simple expert/novice distinction, even though 
such a dichotomy is experimentally useful. This conception does not fit the continuum 
of a life-scale process of knowledge acquisition.  

What link with systems dependability? 

The interest in studying the dependability of systems goes far beyond the classical 
hazardous industrial processes (nuclear plants, transports, space, etc.). Nowadays, the 
existence and survival of some information systems totally relies on the availability of 
the components that underlie their security. In such systems (e.g. the stock exchange), 
when a physical problem occurs, the rapidity and precision of the intervention 
represent heavy operational stakes. For this reason, when a human operator attempts 
to recover the initial state of the system, he or she has to reach an optimal level of 
performance. If the intervention comprises sub-optimal phases (such as those reported 
in this paper), then some aspects of the dependability of the system may be impaired: 

 the system may no longer be available to its users; 
 continuity of the network in which the system may be inserted can be broken; 
 confidentiality of the information in the system may be affected if a protection 
function is impaired. 

 
The weight of humans' actions in information systems should cause the research in 

dependability to integrate a cognitive approach. Humans are parts of a system. This is 
a first reason why one should improve their level of performance, particularly if they 
are active components of dependability (e.g. maintenance operators). Moreover, 
cognitive ergonomics have qualitative and quantitative methods that can serve any 
domain of human activity. The dependability of computerized systems takes on some 
importance since: 
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 computers have an increasing role in all industrial and domestic tasks; 
 human operators play a dynamic role in the interaction with machines. 

There are at least two research orientations that may improve the reliability of human-
machine interaction: 

 keep on formalizing human activity in order to accurately identify the causes of 
(expert) operators' errors; 

 integrating the possibility of human error occurrences in the system's architecture 
in order to implement tolerance margins. 

Conclusion 

This experiment was conducted in order to know on what expert error in trouble-
shooting depends. From the experiment's results, it has been shown that expert 
operators in electronics trouble-shooting a circuit over-value the importance of the 
components that, most of the time, explain the symptoms. This behaviour, called 
frequency bias, explains why expert operators use intuitive statistical rules to 
implement actions. After previous similar results in electronics (Besnard & Bastien-
Toniazzo, 1999) it seems that there is one more piece of evidence that experts use 
surface features when trouble-shooting. They tend to activate procedures from 
symptoms detection and this matching process forces them to accept a risk of error. 

Accordingly, if one aims at building dependent systems where humans may have a 
role, then one has to take into account the cues and the cognitive processes upon 
which the expert error depends. 

Acknowledgements 

The author wishes to thank the DGA (French General Delegation for Armament) 
for financial support and Corinne Mazet (LAAS, Toulouse, France) for comments on 
previous versions of this paper. 

References 

1. Konradt, U. Strategies of failure diagnosis in computer-controlled manufacturing 
systems: empirical analysis and implications for the design of adaptive decision 
support systems. International Journal of Human-Computer Studies, 43, 503-521, 
1995. 

2. Rasmussen, J. Information processing and human-machine interaction. North 
Holland: Elsevier Science, 1986. 

3. Simpson, S. A. & Gilhooly, K. J. Diagnostic thinking processes: evidence from a 
constructive interaction study of electrocardiogram interpretation. Applied 
Cognitive Psychology (11) 543-554, 1997. 



 12 

4. Rasmussen, J. Technologie de l'information et analyse de l'activité cognitive. in R. 
Amalberti, M. De Montmollin & J. Theureau Modèles en analyse du travail. 
Liège: Mardaga, 49-73, 1991. 

5. Patrick, J. Cognitive aspects of fault-finding training and transfer. Le Travail 
Humain (56) 187-209, 1993. 

6. Bereiter, S. R. & Miller, S. M. A field-based study of troubleshooting in computer-
controlled manufacturing system. IEEE Transactions on Systems, Man and 
Cybernetics (19) 205-219, 1989. 

7. Rasmussen, J. & Jensen, A. Mental procedures in real life tasks. A case study in 
electronics trouble shooting. Ergonomics (17) 293-307, 1974. 

8. Govindaraj, T. & Su, Y. D. A model of fault diagnosis performance of expert 
marine engineers. International Journal of Man-Machine Studies (29) 1-20, 1988. 

9. Joblet, L. Approches de conduite du nucléaire et répartition des tâches entre 
opérateurs. Training course report. University of Provence, 1997. 

10. Hoc, J-M. Effets de l'expertise des opérateurs et de la complexité de la situation 
dans la conduite d'un processus continu à long délai de réponse: le haut fourneau. 
Le Travail Humain (54) 225-249, 1991. 

11. Amalberti, R. Safety and process control: An operator centered point of view. 
Reliability Engineering and System Safety (38) 99-108, 1992. 

12. Brehmer, B. Dynamic decision making: human control of complex systems. Acta 
Psychologica (81) 211-241, 1992. 

13. Kaempf, G. L., Klein, G., Thordsen, M. L. & Wolf, S. Decision making in 
complex naval command and control environments. Human Factors (38) 220-231, 
1996. 

14. Flin, R., Slaven, G. & Stewart, K. Emergency decision making in the offshore oil 
and gas industry. Human Factors (38) 262-277, 1996. 

15. Weill-Fassina, A. & Filleur C. Représentation et fonctionnement cognitif dans une 
recherche de panne d'un système d'allumage en mécanique-auto. European 
Journal of Psychology of Education (4) 783-102, 1989. 

16. Besnard, D. Erreur humaine en diagnostic. Doctoral dissertation, University of 
Provence, 1999 

17. Besnard, D. & Bastien-Toniazzo, M. Expert error in trouble-shooting. An 
exploratory study in electronics. International Journal of Human-Computer 
Studies (50) 391-405, 1999. 

18. Sanderson, P. M. Knowledge acquisition and fault diagnosis: experiments with 
PLAULT. IEEE Transactions on Systems, Man and Cybernetics (20) 255-242, 
1990. 

19. Sperandio, J.-C. Les aspects cognitifs du travail. in C. Levi-Leboyer & J.-C. 
Sperandio Traité de psychologie du travail. Paris: PUF, 646-658, 1987. 


