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40 summer programs
4th - 12th graders

Hike, Bike, Service, Language, Writing
North & South America, Europe, Africa, Asia
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180 Leaders, Ages 19 to 29
10 Days of Leader Training
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Lightning storm at training
Staff camp on a field during training

1. Mix of seasoned leaders and new staff
2. Mix of experienced and inexperienced backpackers
3. Mix of programs they will lead (indoor, frontcountry, backcountry)
4. A strong storm rolls in at 2am
5. Staff don’t know what to do (stay in tents, go indoors?) or how to 

communicate with each other during the storm
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Our response:

● The next morning full-time staff meet to discuss before breakfast
● Check in with other leaders at breakfast
● Assign an office point person for overnight storms
● All staff meeting after breakfast (what happened, what are the risks, what 

should you do in the future)
● Review storm policy later in the day

Lightning storm at training
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Near miss in Costa Rica
Leaders decide to bring their group of 12 students to a swimming hole in Costa 
Rica

1. Overland had not been here before
2. There’s a strong current due to heavy rains
3. The student was not a strong swimmer
4. Miscommunication between the leaders
5. Leaders were not in a position to provide help
6. The weak swimmer is eager to jump in
7. He does, and no one is prepared for what happens
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Our response:

● Gather facts from leaders, students and families
● Review with full-time staff and others within industry
● Consider revisions to our policy
● We incorporate throw rope training into our leader training & review 

this incident with all of our leaders

Near miss in Costa Rica
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Desired Effects of Our Response

1. Model openness, awareness & concern

2. Include input from leaders

3. Cite expert analysis

4. Follow through with a clear policy
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“The shared values, beliefs, assumptions, and norms which 
may govern organizational decision making, as well as 
individual and group attitudes about safety.”   

Safety Culture

¹Ciavarelli, Anthony P. Safety Climate and Risk Culture: How Does Your Organization Measure Up? Human Factors Associates, Inc., 2007. Available online at http://high-reliability.
org/Safety_Climate.pdf.
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A Culture of Risk 

Management
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“Leader training begins at the interview.”
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Returning Leader Talks (RLTs)
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In-person debriefs…

   

     ...review incidents and near misses

  ...share parent and student feedback
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Leaders
1. Set the tone from the start
2. Veteran leaders teach aspects of risk management at training
3. Follow-up in person at the end of the season

Creating a culture of risk management
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“I've never felt more trusted, and that's due to the 
way the office treats the leaders. That trust gives 
us confidence to do our best work.”
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Manage participant expectations...

...before the program begins. 

This docum
ent m

ay not be reproduced 
w

ithout the consent of the author 2015



This docum
ent m

ay not be reproduced 
w

ithout the consent of the author 2015



Hold participants to your standards...

….throughout the program.
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Expect participants to actively engage in safety 
procedures and practices...

...from the start. 
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Group management as risk management
1. Manage participant expectations
2. Hold participants to your standards
3. Give students a role in safety procedures

Creating a culture of risk management
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“Throughout the summer there was a lot of pressure from 
the office to summit fourteeners. The office seemed 
disappointed when we weren't able to do Quandary peak.”
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“We wanted Overland to challenge Will, push him outside of 
his comfort zone and to have him experience leadership 
training in a different context.  Instead, it seems that the 
obstacles overcame the group!  It seemed to him that fear 
governed many situations.  It sounded that every attempt 
was made to AVOID challenges.” This docum
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1. Model behavior that reflects & reinforces organizational values.

2. Staff (and participants) are active players in risk management.

3. Manage participant expectations and hold them to your standards.
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Promoting a culture of risk 
management

❏ Encourage leaders to report incidents & near misses
❏ Review incidents & near misses with your leaders
❏ Incorporate lessons from incident reviews into staff training
❏ Solicit leader feedback in planning and operations
❏ Expect students to recognize and manage risks
❏ Allow leaders to teach risk management lessons from their 

own leading experience
❏ Practice what you preach
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