
Heuristics
They’ll kill you. Or maybe the opposite.

A hasty talk for all occasions.

By Derek DeBruin



What’s something you knew to 
be true that turned out to be 
wrong?



What is a heuristic?



What is a heuristic?

• Rule of thumb



The operator is the problem



Why do people die in avalanches?

“FACETS” • Familiarity
• Acceptance
• Commitment
• Expert halo
• Tracks/scarcity
• Social proof/social facilitation

Ian McCammon



Why heuristics?

Kahneman and Tversky



Hierarchy of controls

OSHA & CDC



Hierarchy of controls



The operator is the problem…

• …and the solution?

Sydney Dekker Field Guide to Understanding Human Error



Operator competence drives 
outcomes in high risk 
environments.



Competence via “Deliberate Practice”

• High reps
• High fidelity
• High feedback

• Overtraining
• “Learn it until you forget it.”

• Stress inoculation
• Learn it, then stress it

Anders Ericsson; also Kahneman



Heuristics for good?

• “Fast” thinking…
• Enables daily living
• Enables intuition and judgment (based on expertise*)

*See previous slide for how to get there.
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Tacet vs explicit knowledge

• How to turn a rookie into a silverback…



Surviving the learning curve
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Master



Experts work the problem one 
thing at a time.

Kahneman & Klein “A failure to disagree.”



A rule of thumb to share…



• One rope per person
• Keep it under 30 degrees
• Slow is smooth, smooth is fast
• 2 things between you and the 

deck
• Look good, feel good, safety 

third
• 3 bad things means bail
• Resuscitate, then intubate
• Think like the leader
• How do we die today?
• Believe your upset stomach
• Keep one foot in the black
• Time is tissue
• First guy is never wrong

• Keep the goal the goal
• Something else here…



• Something else here… • Something else here…



So what?

• Train often
• High reps
• High fidelity
• High feedback

• Find good heuristics
• Use them
• Communicate them



And…

• Sometimes you’re just off your game
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Think of a call that didn’t go so great…

• Enough sleep? 
• Feeling physically well?
• Work relationships?
• Organized/on schedule/good logistics?
• “Same old, same old”
• Conditions?
• Personal life distractions?
• Plan?
• Communication?

FAA Pilot’s Handbook of Aeronautical Knowledge



So…

• Take care of yourself
• Know when you’re off your game



Making it more complicated by adding people

• Mental models
• Comms problems
• Coordination problems

See “Crew Resource Management”



Train hard
Use rules of thumb
Share them with others
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