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Why can’t 
we just say 
what we 
mean?

• Need for certainty and closure
• How we think
• Biases
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The need for certainty

Safety needs include
protection from 
elements, security, 
order, law, stability, 
freedom from fear
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From “Thinking Fast and Slow” by Daniel Kahneman
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Linguistic 
Short-cuts
• Labels that masquerade as 

explanations

• Taxonomies that provide 
language for us
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Binary Opposition
A relational pair, where one is the absence of the other

Strictly defines polar-opposites and sets them against each other

Does not consider the ‘gray space’ that lies between

Creates simple categories in the complex world of human judgment

Black White
Yes No
Hot Cold
Right Wrong
Success Failure
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Our biases impact 
how we interpret and 
how we use language
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Agency

What is an agent?
The ‘doer’ of an action, resulting in 
an event

…causality
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English is an 
agentive language

• Assign agency even for accidental events
• We remember agentive descriptions 
• Presume the people closest to the event - in 

time or space - are the cause
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Priming through language

Priming is when we expose 
someone to something 

(like language) 
that influences their behavior

Often, a person does 
not know they have 

been ‘primed’
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Accident Reports

Every stage is affected by language
• The team while they gather information 

including the influence of their accident 
investigation guidance

• Writing the report
• Accident Report Review Board
• Interpretation of report by each audience
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Serious Accident Investigation 
Guide (SAIG)

“Write causal factors in the 
active voice, clearly identifying 
the actor(s) and causal action, 
along with any necessary 
explanation.”

14



The Taxonomy Trap

The Human Factors Analysis and Classification System (HFACS)
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Priming language in checklists
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Binary opposition
Failure Success

From the Thirtymile Fire Serious Accident Investigation, 2001 17



Personalities and Safety Attitudes

Safety is a stated core value in USDA Forest Service Fire and Aviation Management
operations. This investigation found no intentional or flagrant disregard of safety
standards. However, in a mishap where the vast majority of the standing Fire Orders
were violated and all but a few "Situations that Shout Watch Out" were present, one must
question the field level understanding or commitment to the stated core value. One
crewmember, when asked about the apparent apathy towards the guidelines, responded,
"everyone knows that these things (Fire Orders) are just guidelines and can’t always be
followed." This appears to be a good distance away from the stated management
philosophy that "we don’t bend them and we don’t break them."

(Thirtymile Fire Serious Accident Investigation Report, Human Factors Analysis)
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The language of reports lives on…
“Thirtymile Fire Boss Sentenced” (from khq.com news)

Four counts of the indictment alleged that Elreese Daniels 
committed involuntary manslaughter 
in the deaths of the four firefighters.

(the firefighters) were killed on July 10, 2001 while fighting 
the fire in the Chewuch River Canyon in Okanogan County.
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Do a 
language 
review…

• Linguistic short-cuts
• Labels
• Taxonomies
• Binary opposition

• Biases
• Attribution error
• Hindsight bias & counterfactuals

• Priming language

• AGENTIVE Language
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Thank you!
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