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NSAW's first presenter this year, Montana State University's Jordy Hendrikx, built 
on the unpredictability of snow science by demonstrating in his research that we don't 
even make the decisions that we think we do. Jordy's research uses volunteers' GPS 
tour data combined with a post-tour survey to analyze how we are making terrain 
decisions on days of differing hazard. While his results are still cursory, he did find 
that 26% of his results came from solo skiers, 95% of whom traveled into avalanche 
terrain on the days in question. 100% of these skiers self-identified as experts.

If the unpredictability of objective avalanche hazard means that we have to rely 
on our decision-making to guide use safely through terrain, then why do we make 
poor decisions? Simon Trautman, National Avalanche Specialist for the USFS, 
said that it's because it's hard to make yourself change what you're doing when 
you're having fun.  He highlighted his point by telling a story about two avalanche 
professionals in the Sawtooths having a rip-roaring time triggering predictable but 
large slab avalanches. Caught up in their fun, they triggered a slide that buried the 
highway and nearly missed the car carrying the director of their center. Trautman 
emphasized that our decision-making deteriorates when we're swept up in having 
a good time. In this mode of moment-to-moment, automatic decision-making, fun 
will trump risk, so we can't count on making good decisions in real time.

Colin Zacharias and Roger Atkins added to the discussion of poor decision-making 
by exploring the well-known issue that because our observations are often unreliable, 
snow-safety experience is the total of a rider's close calls. In Colin's words, "accidents 
provide us with compelling raw information, but they're rare". Colin described an 
experience guiding for CMH heli-skiing in which he led a group to center-punch a 
large, exposed face with terrain-trap exposure. Though the face didn't slide and his 
clients loved the run, he described a sinking feeling as he realized his position and 
decision-making mid-run, powerlessly thinking to himself, "I hope nothing happens". 
Roger went on to explore the psychology of ‘Dual Process Theory,' which describes 
complimentary automatic and reflective modes of thinking. The reflective mode is 
very familiar to us-- it's how we process snowpit data, analyze an accident, or look 
at the weather forecast. The automatic, on the other hand, is how we make moment-
to-moment decision while under the influence of gravity and speed. According to 
Roger, our automatic mind is habitual, difficult to manipulate, and depends on our 
values, experiences, and current emotional state. To use Colin's quote from Anaïs 
Nin, "We do not see things as they are, we see them as we are."

This news about our automatic mind would be problematic if Colin hadn't also 
offered us a way out: we can learn to train our automatic decision-making. Colin says 
that the reason we ought to do so is well described by USC's Antonio Damasio, as 

That is to say that we emotionally process our environment when acting 
automatically, and we will only make good decisions if we connect our current 
situation to the right past experiences. Deep psychology aside, Colin asked, how 
do we acquire the skills to accurately perceive our near-misses? How do we ensure 
that each day becomes a recallable learning experience? And how do we avoid 
repeating our errors?

The answer, Colin said, is to be more emotionally sensitive. When we experience 
different emotions than we expected, as Colin did when he lead his group down 
that open face, then we have both the signal that our automatic reasoning made 
an error and the opportunity to change our thinking. Further, if we can cultivate 
an emotional sensitivity to compliment our rational acuity, then we create more 
opportunities to learn from our decisions on the days when they don't lead to 
near misses. Colin and Roger suggest that both backcountry users and avalanche 
professionals incorporate automatic and reflective processes into their strategy. 
Forecasters should clearly present the day's information, but should consider that 
increasing the emotional impact of their writing could help to guide their readers 
into prudent terrain. Recreationists should both systematically address the avalanche 
concerns of the day and delve into the desires that are driving them during their tour. 
When possible, they should emphasize desires that lead to little overlap between 
desirable and hazardous terrain.

The case is by no means closed: each year we have to readdress this problem of 
avalanche hazard. We are fortunate to do so with a growing body of research and 
experts willing to share it with all levels of practitioners. The science has evolved 
from one of pure physics to one dominated by our personal and group psychology. 
We're learning that we're often inaccurate, about not just the snow we ski, but about 
our decision-making and behavior. It's hard to change that behavior and challenging 
to make our decision-making systematic. Still, we value ourselves and our partners, 
so we, as a community, make a yearly effort not just to learn more, but to find new 
and better ways to learn about avalanche hazard. As guides, snow-safety workers, 
and recreationists, it's our responsibility to continue to learn and to contribute to 
the learning of the community. So, read up on avalanches, submit reports to your 
avalanche center, reflect on your experiences, and next year, come to the conference 
and tell us what you've learned!

When he's not mainlining information as a medical student at 
Oregon Health Sciences University in Portland, OR, Patrick 
Fink is skiing, climbing, and mountain biking up and down the 
West Coast. A former ski patroller and avalanche instructor, 
he writes about his human-powered adventures at 
MountainLessons.com. You can contact him at: (773) 988-
3225 or deepdrypowder@gmail.com 

Educational Update from NSAW

By Patrick Fink

The ninth annual Northwest Snow and Avalanche Workshop took over the University 
of Washington Huskies Union Building on Nov 2. Organized by Pacific Northwest 
stalwart Michael Jackson, the conference has grown tremendously in recent years, 
and the Northwest Avalanche Center will adopt the event beginning next season. 
A sister event to snow and avalanche workshops in Colorado, Utah, California, 
Alaska, and others, the conference is an opportunity for avalanche professionals, 
guides, and recreationists to come together and turn their minds towards the 
perennial hazards of avalanches.

In recent years, the subjects discussed at avalanche conferences have reflected 
changes in how professionals are approaching the issue of avalanche hazard. While 
past years might have included snow science presentations of GIS terrain evaluations 
or of weak layer distributions mapped by tirelessly digging pit after pit across open 
slopes, human factors and decision-making are today's hot topics. 

We know that the snow doesn't give us good feedback and that we should expect 
the unexpected. Crystal Mountain's "Three Shivas," Michelle Longstreth, Megan 
McCarthy, and Kim Kircher, highlighted this fact in their presentation. These 
ladies earned their names on March 10, 2014, when they destroyed Crystal's High 
Campbell by triggering a massive slab avalanche during control work. The size and 
destructive power of this avalanche were unanticipated and without precedent at 
the resort, and shows that the avalanche dragon is unpredictable even to those who 
make a profession of controlling it.

Your intuition is only correct to the extent that the historical 

reference connects the right facts to the right reference.

— Colin Zacharias quotes USC's Antonio Damasio
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