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Heads Up  - Situational Awareness 
An introduction… 

 
Brought to you by SAFE Inc. 
 
Our passion is to empower people to take ownership of their 
personal safety, without relying solely on guns, guards, cameras, 
and a fortress-like mentality. 
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Introduction 
 

Every day of our lives, we find ourselves in situations where our safety, even our very 

lives, can be threatened. You may never serve in the Armed Forces, become a law 

enforcement officer, or sign up as a firefighter and, yet, you risk your life every single 

day. Mundane, commonplace situations – driving to work, sitting in class, going to lunch 

with coworkers – can quickly turn into disasters.  

 

The key to surviving these situations unscathed. Developing strong situational 

awareness skills and implementing them within your daily life. Not familiar with what 

situational awareness (SA) is or how you might use these skills to safeguard yourself, 

your family, your friends, or your coworkers?  

 

We’ll explore those topics and more throughout this eBook. We’ve compiled this guide 

to help illustrate not only the need to be vigilant and aware of the threats that surround 

you daily but to help instill the skills and knowledge necessary to live your life with 

confidence, assured that whatever comes your way, you will be aware and prepared to 

handle it. 

 

From active shooter situations to sheltering in place during tornadoes, to simply walking 

down the street on a sunny afternoon, situational awareness saves lives. This guide will 

explore SA for everyone and help to instill knowledge and create a sense of readiness 

in you. 
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Chapter 1: What Is Situational Awareness? 
 

Situational awareness, or SA, is often discussed today, but many people do not 

understand what it means. In reality, it’s pretty simple. The basic definition of SA is as 

follows: 

 

“Being aware of one’s own surroundings and identifying threats and dangerous 

situations”. – Dominguez et al. (1994). 

 

A similar definition is “the perception of elements within a volume of time and space, the 

comprehension of their meaning, and the projection of their status in the near future.” – 

Singh et al., 2012; Endsley, 1995. 

 

To put it in plain English, SA is nothing more or less than being aware of your 

surroundings, what’s going on around you, and being able to anticipate how those 

activities, actions, and occurrences will affect you and your safety. 

 

All of us have a basic sense of situational awareness, although we may employ it to 

greater or lesser degrees depending on our mindset, distractions, and other factors. 

However, that basic sense is not enough to protect you from the threats you face daily. 

To ensure our safety and that of others around us, we must develop stronger 

observational and awareness skills. 
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A Basic Example of Situational Awareness 

 

To illustrate how we use situational awareness daily, let’s consider the following 

example: 

 

Jenny is walking down the sidewalk on her way to the convenience store. It’s a warm, 

sunny spring day and there is light vehicular traffic. Along the way to the store, Jenny 

passes several other pedestrians.  

 

To reach the convenience store, Jenny must cross the street at an intersection. This 

area is busier than the one she left, with more cars on the road. Jenny stops at the 

crosswalk and presses the WALK button. She patiently waits for the light to change 

while watching the traffic coming and going.  

 

The stoplight changes and the DON’T WALK light changes to WALK. Jenny is aware 

that sometimes drivers can be distracted, so even though the light has changed, she 

still glances right and left to check for oncoming traffic before stepping out on the road.  

 

When she sees that the way is clear, she steps into the crosswalk and makes her way 

across the street. However, even here, she still looks both ways from time to time to 

ensure that the way is clear and that there are no threats.  

 

Eventually, Jenny makes it to the other side of the road, where she enters the 

convenience store, makes her purchase, and then repeats the crossing on her way 

back home. 

 

Most readers can probably define at least one point along Jenny’s journey where she 

was exposed to risks. Chances are good that you’re thinking about crossing the street 

to get to the store and then on her return trip. However, the truth is that Jenny was 

exposed to risks at every step along the way, even though she was safely on a sidewalk 

on a day when the weather was good.  
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Here are a few examples of threats she could have faced at any point along the way: 

 

• Distracted drivers running off the road onto the sidewalk. 

• A car experiencing a tire blowout swerving onto the sidewalk. 

• Passing pedestrians, cyclists, and others who use the sidewalk jostling her into 

the road accidentally. 

• A robbery while she is in the convenience store. 

• Being robbed on the way to or from the store. 

 

These are just a few basic examples of things that could potentially happen on Jenny’s 

brief walk to the store. Even though none of these things occurred, the risk for them is 

still present. Someone with good situational awareness would be able to observe the 

environment and identify most of these threats before they manifested, thereby being 

able to take action before an incident occurs. 

 

Chapter 2: Why Situational Awareness Matters 
 

Why does situational awareness matter? Simply put, it is the only way to safeguard 

yourself and others in a wide range of situations. This applies to situations of all types, 

from your morning jog to the classroom, the workplace, driving on the road, and even 

walking down the aisle at the local grocery store.  

 

If You See Something, Say Something 

 

An excellent example of why situational awareness matters are the rise in terrorism-

related activities, both from foreign nationals and from home-grown terrorists. The 

Department of Homeland Security created a campaign to combat this trend with the 
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slogan, “If you see something, say something,” which has been adopted far and wide in 

the United States by law enforcement offices, neighborhood watches, and more. 

 

Writing about the need for awareness, DHS states, “Across the country, in our 

communities, we share everyday moments with our neighbors, family, coworkers, and 

friends. We go to work or school, the grocery store, or the gas station. It’s easy to 

overlook these routine moments, but as you’re going about your day, if you see 

something that doesn’t seem quite right, say something. By being alert and reporting 

suspicious activity to your local law enforcement, you can protect your family, 

neighbors, and community.” 

 

Of course, most of us are at little risk of being involved in a terrorist attack. However, 

that does not mean that we are safe from other accidents and dangers. Every single 

day, we are exposed to threats that run the gamut from mundane to exceptional. Some 

of these include the following: 

 

 

• Car accidents 

• Mugging/robbery 

• Home invasion 

• Assault/rape 

• Workplace accidents 

• School shooting/active shooter situations 

• School accidents 

• Slip and fall accidents 

• Electrocution 

 

Beyond Personal Safety 

 

https://www.dhs.gov/see-something-say-something
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Situational awareness is important for personal safety. For instance, if you are 

observant while on the road, you might notice a driver acting erratically and be able to 

avoid an auto accident. However, it goes much deeper than your security. Practicing SA 

is a cornerstone to building collective security. 

 

We all expect to be safe when we leave our homes. We assume that we will reach the 

office without being attacked by a gunman, that our children will arrive safely at school 

without being shot at by criminals, and that we’ll be able to reach home in the evening 

without being threatened. We live in a civilized society with police, fire, EMS, and 

military support. It’s very easy to be lulled into a sense of complacency. After all, with all 

of those resources deployed, we should be safe at all times, right? 

 

That’s not the case. There is simply no way to put enough resources into the field so 

that everyone is safe and protected at all times. Practicing good situational awareness 

skills helps to ensure that everyone is as safe as possible, at all times. We are 

responsible for our security, and that begins by being aware of our surroundings and 

cognizant of threats ranging from the mundane to the extraordinary.  

 

Your safety is in your own hands. The safety of your community is also in your hands. 

We must each do our part to help create a safe, secure world and SA is one of the keys 

to achieving that. 

Chapter 3: Examples of Situational Awareness 
 

So far, we’ve explored what situational awareness is and why it matters. However, it’s 

often necessary to take an abstract concept and put it into a more familiar package. In 

this chapter, we’ll touch on some real-life examples where a lack of situational 

awareness contributed to horrendous tragedies.  

 

Lexington, KY: Comair Flight 5191 
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On the morning of August 27, 2006, Comair flight 5191, operating as Delta Connection, 

took off from the wrong runway in Lexington, KY. It was early morning and still dark 

outside as the captain, who was highly experienced and qualified, was taxiing the 

airplane to the runway. Instead of taking the right runway, he took a wrong turn, which 

led the plane onto a runway that was too short for a take-off.  

 

During take-off, the cockpit is a designated quiet area to allow for complete 

concentration. On this occasion, the captain and co-pilot were in conversation, thus 

distracting and affecting everyone’s performance. Allowing this talk meant that the 

situational awareness of the captain and co-pilot was reduced, and they failed to spot 

that they were on the wrong runway. Their perception of reality was different from what 

was taking place.  

 

Despite the co-pilot pointing out that there were no lights on the runway, it was another 

15 seconds before the captain realized what was occurring. By this time, it was too late. 

They failed to stop and recognize the hazard of the missing lights on the runway and 

assess the situation they were in. If they had paused and brought their situational 

awareness in line with actual reality, 49 people would still be alive today.  

 

Las Vegas, Nevada: Route 91 Harvest Music Festival 

 

The largest single mass shooting in US history occurred in Las Vegas, NV on October 

1, 2017. Stephen Paddock arrived at the Mandalay Bay Hotel and Casino on 

September 25, 2017. He was booked into Room 32-135, a complimentary room on the 

32nd floor. Did he ask for that specific room on that specific level? It is too late to know 

that now, but collectively it could have been telling. Four days later, he also checked 

into the directly-connected Room 32-134. Rick Collins of S.A.F.E states that this is the 

first red flag that was missed. Why did a single guest need two suites? Both suites 

overlooked the site of the Route 91 concert at Las Vegas Village.  
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Between September 25 and October 1, the day of the shooting, Paddock stockpiled an 

arsenal of weapons, associated equipment, and ammunition that included 14 AR-15 

rifles, 12 of which had 100-round magazines, eight AR-10 rifles, a bolt-action rifle, and a 

revolver. In many instances, the hotel bellhops assisted him with getting these items to 

his room. This is where basic situational awareness training for hotel staff might have 

saved those 58 lives and 600 total victims. He had staff take five suitcases to his room 

on September 25, seven on September 26, two on September 28, six on September 30, 

and the final two on October 1, for a total of 22 suitcases.  

 

One would hope a member of the Mandalay Bay staff mentioned the bags, the number 

of them, the weight, and so forth, but because they had not been encouraged to follow 

their gut instincts nothing was done.  

 

 

Parkland, Florida: Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School 

 

On February 14, 2018, the deadliest high school shooting in US history occurred at 

Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, FL. Former MSDHS student, 17-

year-old Nikolas Cruz, took an Uber to the premises and walked into the school with a 

semi-automatic rifle, killing 17 people and injuring 17 others.  

 

Cruz fled the scene on foot by blending with other students. He was arrested without 

incident about an hour later in nearby Coral Springs. He confessed to being the 

perpetrator and was charged with 17 counts of premeditated murder and an additional 

17 counts of attempted murder.  

 

"This to me is one of the saddest and most preventable of recent school shootings. The 

simplicity of the attack and the complete lack of awareness of the Uber driver was key in 

making me want to affect global change when it comes to our safety." - Rick Collins, 

CEO of S.A.F.E  
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Columbia, South Carolina: Samantha Josephson 

  

On March 29, 2019, Samantha Josephson did what many of us do on numerous 

occasions, she requested a ride with the Uber app. Instead of getting into a car sent by 

the company to her location in the Five Points area of Columbia, Josephson mistakenly 

entered a Chevrolet Impala driven by Nathaniel Rowland. Her body was found 14 hours 

later in a field 90 miles outside of Columbia.  

 

Nathaniel Rowland was charged with her death and remains in jail. Surveillance video 

showed that Josephson did what many of us are guilty of doing, being distracted. 

Josephson had her head down looking at her smartphone, did not notice there were no 

Uber signs on the car, or that her phone had not told her that her ride was there yet. 

The final miss that cost Josephson her life was that she did not get the Uber driver's 

name before she gave him hers.  

 

 

Chapter 4: Building Situational Awareness in Everyday Situations 
 

Situational awareness is essential to personal safety, as well as for creating safe, 

secure communities. However, too many people assume that this is something that 

requires formal training to develop. That is not the case. Think of SA as a mindset – 

you’re observant, aware, and prepared to take action at all times – rather than a “hard” 

skill.  

 

SA is critical, but the good news is that anyone, anywhere, can develop these skills at 

any time they want. It simply requires committing yourself to take responsibility for your 

safety and learning how to be aware of your surroundings and the threats that lurk even 

in mundane, everyday situations. 
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Threats Exist 

 

The single most important thing to understand here is that threats exist. Whether you’re 

driving to work, piloting an airplane, or seeing your kids onto the school bus, hidden 

threats are lurking. Pretending that bad things won’t or can’t happen is simply closing 

your eyes to reality. Realize this. Breathe it in and make it part of your daily reality. 

Threats exist, but if you are aware of them, you can mitigate their danger to you and 

others. 

 

You Are Responsible for Your Safety 

 

Again, there is simply no way that law enforcement, emergency/rescue personnel, or 

the military can keep you safe 24 hours per day, seven days per week. While they are 

there to help, your safety is, ultimately, up to you. You are responsible for your safety, 

and at least somewhat responsible for the safety of those around you. You must learn to 

look out for yourself and others. 

 

Trust Your Instincts 

 

Finally, it is important to trust your instincts. Your subconscious is much more aware of 

your surroundings than your conscious mind, and it communicates warnings through gut 

feelings and intuition. If you have a bad feeling about a situation, take action. Yes, it 

might cause you a little inconvenience, but if that prevents an accident or saves lives, 

wouldn’t you say that it was worth it? 

 

Avoid Factors That Erode Situational Awareness 

 

While your subconscious is a powerful force, it can be overridden, often by things that 

we do regularly. You must avoid factors that erode your situational awareness, such as 

the following: 
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• Doing any activity while on your smartphone. Just don’t do it.  

• Not watching people around you. 

• Not paying attention to vehicles in the area. 

• Being lost in thought or daydreaming while doing something. 

• Believing that bad things can’t or won’t happen to you. 

 

Practice the SLAM Technique 

 

SLAM is an acronym for a process that can help to ensure better situational awareness 

and safety.  

 

• Stop – Look at the task at hand. Pay attention to what you are doing. Engage 

your mind before your hands. 

• Look – Look at your surroundings. Find the hazards hidden there. Report them if 

possible. 

• Assess – Assess the effects of the hazards on you and others. Do you have the 

knowledge or skills to handle the equipment, task, or procedures correctly? 

• Manage – Stop the task if you feel unsafe. Move to another area if you sense 

danger. Manage the risk. 

 

Conclusion 
 

In the end, we are all exposed to threats regularly, even in the most mundane, everyday 

situation. However, we are often lulled into complacency by that sense of familiarity and 

the false idea that bad things won’t happen to us.  

 

The truth is those bad things can and do happen to everyone.  
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It is your responsibility to maintain your safety, and situational awareness helps ensure 

that you can do so. Whether you’re at work, at home, on the road, or somewhere else 

completely, be aware of your surroundings. Notice what others are doing. Identify ways 

out of the environment or situation and trust your intuition. 
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