
Planning & Risk



• Affective outcomes of adventure programming

• Newfound confidence

• Improved self concept

• More willingness to take risk

• Increased logical reasoning 

• Greater reflective thinking

• Diminished fear of uncertainty

• Enhanced leadership

• New ways to cooperate

• More effective communication skills

• Greater trust in others

• Increased sharing of decision making

• Diminished conflicts

• Improved problem solving 

• Enhanced leadership





 Fear is a mind 
killer 



•“You can have the best 
gear in the world but still 
make bad decisions“  
•Your physiological state 
will affect the tactical 
decisions you make
• 













C.L.A.P.S

CLAPS stands for 

Communication,
 Line of Sight,
 Anticipation/ Avoidance
Position of Maximum Usefulness
 Stop



Communication seems simple, but, of course, it’s not. Groups 
get spread out. Voices don’t carry in the wind. 

Plans get forgotten. Changing weather, summit

fever, fatigue, and adrenaline get ignored. Hikers caught in a 
meditative reverie wander past trail junctions.

Communicate early and often. Use systems that apply when voices 
don’t work: whistles, hand/paddle/ski pole/ice axe signals, and 
agreed-upon steps if the group

Keep your communication simple when the going is tough. Use 
simple commands like left, right, centre, stop, wait, scout, group. 
Anything more complicated can

wait until your group is in a place they can stop, talk, and relax a bit



L IS FOR LINE OF SIGHT

Hikers disappear around bends. Paddlers drop into a rapid and are 
gone from sight. Climbers are invisible the next rappel down. And the 
more focused everyone

is on what they’re doing, the more their bubble of awareness shrinks.

You only know if someone’s in trouble if you can see them, but it’s rare 
to be able to see the whole group at the same time. Your job as leader 
is to manage line

of sight. In challenging conditions, each person should be in the line of 
sight of someone else, and a stop should be triggered if that breaks 
down. You should be

able to have line-of-sight for crux moves, maintaining direction, or 
seeing if someone is struggling.



A IS FOR ANTICIPATION / avoidance

What could go wrong? What’s most likely? I recently watched a group 
of skiers descend a steep curving hill. If one person fell, they’d likely fall 
in a blind corner,

where the next skier down could instigate a pileup. Sure enough, that’s 
exactly what happened: fortunately everyone was just embarrassed.

On a whitewater rapid, I remember capsizing on a surf wave, only to 
roll up to find my friend Alan next to me, ready for a rescue had it been 
necessary; he’d seen

it coming. Use your experience to predict what could happen before it 
does.
Avoidance do I need to go there or go it avoid it? Do I want to go there for the challenge or training purposes if so 
anticipate what can go and prepare for it. Rescue kit throw rope etc



P IS FOR POSITION OF MAXIMUM USEFULNESS
Be where you need to be most of the time. Contrary to popular opinion, it’s not always at the front of the group, though that may 
seem like the place a “leader"

should be. Leading from the front makes sense when your skill is needed to establish the route up a rock face. Being at the front 
can also allow you to set a pace

that maintains communication.

But when you’re in the front, you have to continually turn around to maintain your line of sight, and your pace may be fast 
enough that you accidentally spread

the group out too much. And the slowest, most fatigued, most nervous, and most unskilled members will be at the back, where 
you’re farthest away and least

likely to know that a problem is developing. Unless you have a second leader in the back, being up front may not be best.

Position of Maximum Usefulness also varies with the sport. On trails and in whitewater, the lead/sweep position usually works 
well. But sea kayaking in windy

conditions, the position of maximum usefulness is usually downwind: the “catch" position in the event of a capsize. On long tours 
in open water, or cross-country

hikes, it’s usually to the side where you can see the whole group.

Above all, Position of Usefulness should include one critical thing: don’t make yourself the second victim. I’ve seen leaders, in an 
attempt to be ready to help

someone else, put themselves in the line of rockfall, out-of-control skiers, breaking surf, or runaway kayaks.



S IS FOR STOP

Stop look around, stop 
and have regular breaks 
and refuel, if something 

goes wrong stop and take 
stock of the situation 

before rushing in.



Why do incidents happen?

In 2004 Ian McCammon wrote a paper which detailed his investigation into the human factors that contributed to 
715 recreational incidents taking place between 1972 and 2003

McCammon suggested that the common factor in all the incidents that he studied was the mental shortcuts that we 
use to speed up our decision-making process in everyday life known as heuristics
Examples that employ heuristics include using trial and error, a rule of thumb or an educated guess.
Last time we did this Canyon it was safe and easy.

We use these mental shortcuts every day in our life so that we don’t have to process too much information for our 
routine tasks, however if we apply these shortcuts to an environment as dynamic and individual as the outdoors, 
we can quickly become mislead by them and make mistakes.
 I check these anchors last time we abseiled here.

McCammon categorized these common processes, referring to them as the heuristic traps. These are 
summarised briefly in the following slides
.



•Familiarity
If we know the venue well, 
we assume that it will always 
be the same and we behave 
and do things the way we 
always have done. Since we 
know the venue well, we are 
also more likely to expose 
ourselves to more risk than 
those who are there for the 
first time.



•Consistency
Continuing with the plan because it is the plan. 
Here we might follow-up on one bad decision with 
another, continuing down this path simply 
because it was our original intention and we feel 
we must see it through to the end.



•Acceptance
As humans, we have a need to be accepted by 
our peers and this has a strong effect on our 
behavior and decision-making. McCammon 
suggests that we are far more likely to take risks 
if we believe that those around us will accept us.



•Social facilitation
If we are being watched (or filmed) then we are 
more likely to expose ourselves to higher risks 
than we would otherwise.



•Scarcity of resource
If we perceive that our resource is 
rare (e.g. water levels), then we 
will take higher risks because of 
this. If we have travelled a long 
way to get to our venue or we 
don’t have many opportunities to 
take part in our chosen activity 
then we will push ourselves in a 
more dangerous way than we 
would if we had these conditions 
regularly.



•The halo effect
Simply put, we are more likely to take risks 
in the presence of an expert. However, 
McCammon suggests that the issue lies in 
who we see as an expert and that we may 
be drawn into this trap due to someone’s 
personality and our own perceptions of 
them rather than being guided by their 
actual experience and/or qualifications.



•Being aware of McCammon’s heuristic traps is one thing, but activity trying to avoid falling into them is 
another thing.

•Avoidance starts with effective planning, gathering up to date information from a variety of resources 
and making good decisions right from the start. Try to come up with a range of options for your day 
out , what is our ideal plan? 

•However, do we have options that are less risky should such things as water levels be higher than 
expected? 

•Do we have a ‘safer’ and ‘safest’ plan? Bearing in mind that our safest plan might be to go at all.



Good communication is also critical to avoiding an incident 
occurring. We want to create an environment where 
everyone can contribute to a successful trip. By having 
appointed (or self-appointed) leaders, we risk creating a 
culture of ‘followership’ and we can quickly fall into the trap 
of the Halo Effect mentioned above. Yes, we might have 
people who take more of a lead role, but we should be 
empowering our team to help with decisions, to feel able to 
question any decision made and ultimately take 
responsibility for themselves as much as possible.





•Removing risk completely isn’t something that we 
can do with 100% certainty and in some cases an 
incident could be completely unforeseen. We need 
to be observant for the moments that can be seen 
and strive to make decisions that will have a 
positive impact on the outcome of the trip. Many 
issues in the outdoors arise when the group is 
mismatched with the environment, and we should 
be mindful of this when we are planning our time 
out.



Further Reading 

NOLS  National Outdoor leadership School.   
https://www.nols.edu/en/

Outward bound

https://uploadsproject.org/
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