
In nearly 20 years of paddling canoes, kayaks and everything in 
between, up until recently I could probably count on one hand 
(probably only using 3 fingers on that hand) the number of times 

I have got on the water without a PFD. By wearing this simple foam 
vest every time I got on the water I was safe (or at least I thought I 
was). It just seemed so far removed from my norm to be on the water 
without it that I never really questioned as to why I was actually 
wearing it in the first place. It was only when I started stand up paddle 
boarding that it seemed potentially acceptable that I might remove it, 
based upon the fact that I was leashed to a giant floating object.

Discussing options and making a decision with a team of paddlers .
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To a lot of canoeists and kayakers not wearing a 
PFD certainly seems to strike a chord and without a 
doubt creates a debate usually surrounding rescues, 
unconscious people and safety. Those of us that 
have experience in SUP will know that wearing a 
PFD doesn’t necessarily help to solve any of these 
problems and for me this debate brings about a bigger 
issue than whether you are wearing a PFD or not. The 
issue is about the choices that we have, the decisions 
that we make and how much we repeat behaviours 
simply because it is what we have always done. 

If you do what you’ve always 
done ...
I can guarantee that if you’ve spent any time around 
me you’ll have heard me say, “If you do what you’ve 
always done, you’ll get what you’ve always got.” 
Usually when I say this I am trying to encourage 
someone to challenge themselves, explore a new 
area, try a new discipline or change their practice 
routine and structure. When used in this context I 
think it’s a pretty motivational statement and one that 
some people use to great effect to push their comfort 
zones, but if we apply it to the field of decision 
making and safety it could be dangerous. 

For example, pick any rapid that you know well, 
the kind of place you have been to 100 times before. 
The kind of rapid that you always run the same way 
and you know the line really well in most water levels. 
Do you scout it, or do you run it? What if there is a 
tree pinned across the river half way down, leaving 
you with very few options. Consider the decision 
you have just made and whether you avoided the 
tree because you saw it beforehand or whether only 

spotted it mid-way through the rapid. When it comes 
to decision making if we do what we have always 
done we might not get what we have always got.

the danger of always and never
Consider these statements:
• I’ve been here before, I know what this rapid is like, 

it always runs left
• It’s hard to scout this rapid, it’s always clear
• I’ve never needed a spare paddle, so I don’t carry 

one
• There’s no way I’d paddle that, the guidebook gives 

it grade 4
When it comes to deciding what to do, regularly 

using words like always and never can often lead us 
towards sticky situations. The problem with using 
these words at either end of the spectrum can mean 
that we haven’t actually considered the options in 
front of us and that we have removed the need to 
make a decision. Often in many situations the best 
answer when answer when deciding what to do might 
be to say, “it depends!”

It depends on what??
Saying “it depends” or “sometimes” is only part of 
the story but we still have to think about what we are 
basing out decision on

Ourselves
Our own personal ability and our experience are of 
course a critical factor when making a decision. How 
effective are we at positioning our craft where we 
need to be? Is there a chance we will capsize? Have 
we done something like this before and are we using 
our experience?

The Environment
Our experience in a similar environment will help 
us to make more effective decisions. Have we been 
somewhere like this before? Is the water high or low? 
Are the winds strong and with us or are they against 
us? What does the forecast predict will happen?

The Team
If we are with other people what are their strengths 
and weaknesses? Does the challenge of the 
environment outweigh the ability of the team? 
How many people are in the group? What skills and 
experience do we have within the group? Is it enough 
to complete this task?

The Task
What are we actually trying to accomplish? How 
difficult is the task? Do we have previous experience 
we can use to help complete the task? How fast can a 
group of this size complete this level of challenge?

If these 4 elements are not in balance then we can 
potentially end up with problems along the way. For 
example, if a task is too much for a group or we have a 
team of too many people we will certainly struggle. If 
an environment is too challenging or our own personal 
skills not up to the task inevitably we will be dealing 
with people in the water or abandoning our task early. 

Of course, on the other hand, if a task is too 
easy or environment not challenging enough we 
potentially will become bored. Therefore, balancing 
these elements is essential but without a doubt is a 
challenge in itself. 

eat, sleep, paddle, repeat
This sounds great in theory and is what so many of us 
might think of as heaven, but if we follow this to the 
letter we won’t learn from our experiences and may 
keep repeating mistakes.

If it has gone wrong, where did it start?  

Be observant and respond to the subtle environment changes.

Experienced decision making will help steer a team in the right direction.
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It’s a simple process, but to move forwards we 
need to evaluate, plan and apply it next time. These 
easy steps can be often missed when we have a busy 
lifestyle or are too focused on getting to the next river, 
but they will make all the difference towards becoming 
a paddler with stronger decision-making skills.
Consider using a simple structure such as
• What worked?
• What didn’t work?
• If I could do it again what would I do differently?
• How will this influence my paddling in the future?

You can also try and identify key critical moments 
in your day or journey when the decisions you made 
ultimately influenced what came next. These could 
be deciding the meeting time and location, how long 
you spent scouting a rapid, a moment where you 
felt particularly slow as a team, or even a moment 
when you felt like you rushed things. Ask yourself at 
these key moments, what was my input? Could we 
have done things differently? Did we narrowly avoid 
something that could have gone wrong? Being able to 
recognise these critical points as they are happening 
can be a real challenge but the more we review and 
analyse our performance the easier they will be to 
spot when they are happening.

BeIng dynamIc
As our environment is rarely fixed when we are 
engaging in any adventurous paddlesport, the need 
to be dynamic and responsive to changes is essential. 
Being able to do this is a whole skill in itself and 
I’ve certainly witnessed paddlers, taking risks and 
chances, trying to wing it, making it up as they go 
along without any planning, whilst claiming that what 
they are doing is being dynamic! When it comes to 
decision making, being dynamic isn’t the same as 
making it up on the spot

When we are being dynamic what we are really 
doing is being observant to changes in our team, our 
task, the environment and our personal motivation/
ability and responding accordingly with appropriate 
judgements and decisions. Try to be as observant 
as possible constantly evaluating your progress and 
decision making as you go. If something feels right, 
why does it? If something feels wrong, where has this 
feeling come from? If you are making a decision what 
are you basing this decision on, is it actual facts and 
information that you have gathered or is it feelings? If 
it is a feeling, where has this feeling come from?

People often talk about “gut feelings” and we can 
either act on them or try and ignore them hoping 
that they are wrong. These feelings are created 
by the information that we are gathering from the 
environment/situation around us. We might sense 
that we are tired, we might feel like the group has 
had a long day, there could be a slight temperature 
change, we might feel a stronger breeze on our face 
or the water might have a slight colour change. We 

are more perceptive that we realise so we shouldn’t 
ignore those “gut feelings” as it’s probably your brain 
trying to keep your body safe. The tricky part can 
be trying to rationalise those feelings based upon 
your knowledge and previous experience and the 
information you are consciously gathering when you 
are trying to make a decision.

So to come back to my original point, if you ask me 
do I wear a PFD when I paddle my SUP, my answer 
is, “sometimes!” What this means that I am thinking 
about the situation I am directly faced with and 
making conscious choices as to what I do, basing my 
decision on all of the factors listed previously and 
using my skills, knowledge and experience to make 
what I believe is a sound judgement.
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When making decisions consider yourself, your team, the environment and the task.

Remember to review your experiences and apply it to next time.

Not all paddlesports are the same, some require different decisions.
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