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"What is Probabilistic Risk Assessment (PRA)?"

Well, what is PRA?  Probabilistic Risk Assessment (PRA) is systematic, logical, and comprehensive methodology which basically answers three questions:  What can go wrong that can be detrimental to a system or facility?  What are the consequences and the severity if things go wrong?  And then, how likely is that to happen, which is expressed in terms of probability, or frequency, which is probability in a time, or—anyway, occurrences in a time—but normally, for real events, you talk about probability in a time.  

I would like to use PRA, and both management and project managers are using them.  And they’re using them to make decisions—to make better decisions—more informed decisions.  In order to do that, they can apply a variety of techniques that the procedure is fairly well structured, and the methodology has proven very, very successful in many industries.

It’s used because it has proven to be very effective throughout life cycles of a product—all the way from pre-design through design, construction, operation, improvement, and even decommissioning.  So, what do we want to use it here at NASA for?  Well, we obviously want to make better decisions—better decision—technical decisions, better management decisions.  We wanted to improve the probability of success of every single mission.  We obviously want to improve safety, and we want to do that at minimal cost.  So, reducing cost is another objective.  Basically, PRA helps you do the job right the first time around.  So, you also want to improve productivity, and there are a lot of cases in the history of application and methodology where all these benefits have shown.  In fact, people have learned more about the insight of the operation and the performance of their system from doing the PRA—people who have been with this for many, many years.

