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risk management – Clare Dallat

This article will examine the importance of effectively 
communicating both the risks and benefits associated with 
outdoor education programs to parents, in order for them 
to provide informed consent for their child to participate. 
An overview of the current social context in which we are 

operating, as well as an examination of how and why risks 
are perceived in certain ways will be presented. Finally the 

practical impact this could have on risk communication 
strategies will be offered.

THE ROLE OF PARENTS
It is widely accepted within the outdoor profession 
that parents have an important role to play in 
school-sanctioned outdoor education programs. 
We know from experience that parents can add great 
value both prior to and after the program. However, 
are we as educators and professionals, doing all we 
can to clearly communicate the foreseeable risks and 
benefits of the program in order for parents to provide 
informed consent? Do we really understand what 
‘informed consent’ is and how to best assist parents 
in providing it?

From recent research, it is evident that most schools 

send permission forms home with students so that 
parents can provide their approval for their child to 
participate in the outdoor education program, by way 
of a signature. These forms include lots of logistical 
information about how much it will cost, what to bring 
and what time to be at school. Some forms clearly 
indicate at the outset that the program is compulsory 
and that by not attending failure of the class/ unit will 
follow. Many forms have little information about risks or 
benefits, other than the statement that there are indeed 
risks! Some schools hold parent evenings where parents 
are provided with more information about the program; 
however these are mostly not compulsory and there is 
no way to guarantee that all parents will be there, or 

COMMUNICATING
RISK TO

PARENTS:
WHAT LANGUAGE

ARE YOU SPEAKING?



5

OUTDOOR OUTLOOK

have understood the information. Most communication 
is one–way, initiated by the school. The type of 
communication is generally the same for different types 
of programs at the school (e.g. Year 7 program vs. a 
Year 10 program). 

CASE HISTORY AND INFORMED CONSENT
Coronial reports, recommendations and litigation 
following several fatal outdoor education incidents 
both in Australia and overseas, have raised the issue 
of informed consent, suggesting that parents were 
not appropriately informed of the risks involved, 
or were given insufficient information on which to 
base their consent. One such incident, the Cathedral 

Ranges case (1983), highlighted failings in providing 
sufficient information to parents. This case, a landmark 
for outdoor education in Australia, found that the 
information did not sufficiently inform parents of the 
rugged and hazardous conditions to be expected.

TODAY’S SOCIETY
It is important to remain considerate of today’s society 
in which we are currently operating our programs within. 
Several recent incidents which tragically have resulted 
in the deaths of participants have received significant 
media coverage; this perhaps due to the increasing 
availability of technology in remote settings; for 
example improved mobile phone coverage. This has 
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in some cases provided the viewing public with live 
imagery and up to date information on the incident 
scene and its surrounds. Today’s outdoor education 
professional is also operating in an increasingly ‘blamist’ 
society; it is now commonplace that when something 
bad happens, that the calls for blame and retribution are 
not far away. Someone must have made the mistake; no 
longer are there common “Acts of God”. 
We are also operating in a more visible regulatory 
environment. In Victoria for instance, Worksafe, the 
agency responsible for ensuring compliance to the 
OH&S Act,is becoming more and more interested in the 
outdoor education field and has been conducting audits 
to ensure employer’s compliance to the OH&S Act. These 
audits extend to schools as well. 

Our society is also becoming more disconnected from 
the bush; it would be common for many of our students’ 
parents to not have experienced what it feels like to be 
in a remote place that you could only reach by foot and 
where the mobile phone is not reliable, unless you were 
to climb a hill. It would be common for many parents 
to be unable to imagine themselves in the place where 
their child is going for their school camp. 

As professionals who provide outdoor experiences 
for young people, we have very high standards and 
expectations placed on us. Aside from this, as outdoor 
professionals, we can sometimes feel perplexed at how 
wider society views for example, outdoor education 
as much more ‘risky’ or dangerous than say football 
or netball, when the statistics clearly offer a different 
picture. The reasoning behind these disparities between 
outdoor professionals and the ‘lay’ person (in this case, 
the parent) are at the very core of how risk is perceived 
and therefore, are of central importance as to how risk 
should be communicated.

RISK PERCEPTION
Individuals in society make decisions on whether or not 
they will accept risk, not by an objective or scientific 
assessment of it, but rather by their perception of the 
risk. Perhaps the comment below can best sum this up:

“Statistically speaking, there is a far greater chance of 
being run over by a motor boat than being eaten by a 
shark. The reality, though, is that no-one will ever make 
a movie called ‘Propeller’ (Smith, 2005).
Let us consider why this statement rings true and some 
of the common influences as to whether we are more 
likely to accept or reject certain risks.

RISK VS BENEFIT
One such influence that has major consequences for 
outdoor education is whether there is perceived equity 
between the risks and benefits. Researchers discovered 
many years ago that:

 “Society is not only concerned about risk 
 minimisation. People are willing to suffer harm if they 
 feel it is justified or if it serves other goals”. (Otway 
 and von Winterfedt, 1982, p.13).

We know from our own professional experience that 
there are many benefits for young people participating 
in programs. However, do we do a good enough job 
communicating these benefits to parents in order that 
they can make a balanced decision between risks and 
benefits?

FAMILIAR VS UNFAMILIAR
Unfamiliar risks are less acceptable. Many parents may 
not be familiar with the actual activities their child will 
be participating in. Even though more injuries may occur 
on the football field, parents generally do not think 
twice about their child participating. However, when it 
comes to abseiling or white water rafting, because they 
are unfamiliar activities to the general public, they can 
be less acceptable. 

VOLUNTARY VS INVOLUNTARY
Many schools run compulsory outdoor education 
programs and more state this fact clearly at the top of 
the parent permission form. By stating the compulsory 
nature of the program so explicitly may have the effect 
of unconsciously placing parents in a position where 
they may feel pressured to sign the form. No parent 
wants to see their child fail in school. In the event of an 
incident, this may become a real concern. 

CONTROL VS LACK OF CONTROL
Risks are more acceptable if people feel that they have 
some control over the decision. If parents feel that 
decisions have already been made and in essence, they 
are only there to provide ‘rubber stamp’ approval, this 
may also become a concern. 

FAIR VS UNFAIR
We are largely intolerant of harm to children, the sick 
and the poor. One contributor to the large amount of 
public comment following the 2008 tragic canyoning 
incident in New Zealand, where six children and their 
teacher lost their lives feels that:

 “The most sane solution is never to expose young 
 students to possible danger no matter how. Let 
 grown ups do all the stupid stupid stuff but never 
 children”.
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Practical Strategies for Influencing Risk Perception
Understanding how ‘lay’ people perceive risk and 
the common influences on how decisions about 
risk get made is an important factor in how risk is 
communicated. In short, within the context of risk 
communication, what you as the outdoor professional 
thinks about risk doesn’t matter; it’s what your 
students’ parents/ guardians think that matters. 
By understanding some of these influences on how 
people perceive risk, practical strategies can then 
be implemented, leading to more effective risk 
communication with parents. Below are some strategies 
that could be implemented by schools and organisations 
which assist parents in understanding the type of 
program their child will be involved in and the risks and 
benefits associated with their child’s participation.

COMMUNICATION METHODS
Use as many mediums as possible—these could include 
websites, photographs, personal contact, Google Earth, 
videos. These will assist in more accurately representing 
the actual program and most anticipated conditions to 
be prevalent. Ensure that this takes into account the 
reality of inclement weather and other terrain which may 
have to be negotiated.

LISTEN WELL
Really invite and provide for multiple means for 
parents to ask questions. Are you and your staff 
truly accessable? Do not assume that parents are 
not interested if they do not contact you. Are you 
sending the message loud and clear that you welcome 
communication and any questions?

COMPETENCE
Avoid the use of jargon and other expert language; 
communicate risk in a way that is clear, assists in the 
understanding of people who may have no knowledge 
of outdoor education and does not undermine the 
knowledge that some of your audience may have. For 
example, do you have parents whose children may have 
already participated in several of your programs? Try to 
design your risk communications in a way that respects 
the knowledge level of your audience.

INCLUSIVENESS
Ensure you are able to communicate with all of your 
audience. Do you have non-English speakers or people 
who may not be able to read? Some schools have 
parents form a large part of the school community for 
whom English is not their first language.

ACKNOWLEDGE UNCERTAINTY
Be wary of stating your programs are “safe.” Be careful 
of falling into the “telling them what they want to hear” 
trap. Do you have an adequate response to a parent 
who asks you, “Will my child be safe?” Remember that 
people are generally willing to accept the risks if they 

are clear and agree with what benefits are likely to be 
gained in return. Have you clearly thought about what it 
is you offer and why, and can you communicate that in a 
consistent and confident manner?

IN CONCLUSION
Effective risk communication may be complex and time 
consuming. It is not simply a list of the bad things that 
may happen. Parents certainly must be aware of what 
the foreseeable risks are likely to be on a program 
and what the outcomes of those risks may be. They 
also, however need to know what benefits may come 
from being involved in the program. As a profession, 
we must be prepared to engage in this meaningful 
dialogue. The end result will be a parent who, based on 
the information they have, can make a truly conscious 
decision weighing the costs and benefits of participation 
against the costs and benefits of not participating.

About the Author: Clare Dallat is Director of Risk 
Management at The Outdoor Education Group (OEG). 
She has a Masters Degree in Risk, Crisis and Disaster 
Management and publishes and presents regularly on 
risk management throughout Australia and overseas.
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