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Overview
“I feel like we have a million other things on our mind and that you're worried about getting to a place so you can get the work done, and then getting home.”

At a 2006 National Leadership Team meeting, Chief Dale Bosworth outlined the need to create what he termed “A Safety Culture for the 21st Century.” Brought about by an unprecedented convergence of pressures, dilemmas and tragedies, his comments were an important step in updating and challenging the Agency’s norms for safety standards and actions. As he put it, “We have grieved too often for those who lost their lives in support of our mission… At the end of the day, I want everyone to go home to their families.” 
Between January and April of 2007, Dialogos International conducted a series of group sessions and individual interviews with over 400 Forest Service personnel, culminating with a presentation to the ELT and NLT in New Orleans in late April. Our analysis involved employees from across all levels of the organizations: ground-pounders to line officers to Washington Office staff. This report is a summary of our findings, described more fully in “Integrating Mission Accomplishment with Safety at the U.S. Forest Service,” available by contacting xxxxxxxxx. Over the course of our study, we sought to engage a diverse sample of employees, to identify underlying core dynamics that may be causing challenges around safety, and to begin to invite a new level of discourse and dialogue. 

Our efforts have yielded a set of insights that begin to explain these issues, and go well beyond them. Indeed, nearly everyone we met with found themselves speaking about issues in the Agency that pointed beyond the presenting challenges of safety. What they said forms a story that calls for a need to address safety not merely as a phenomenon in itself, but also as a symptom of a wider set of dynamics that are at the same time both problematic and highly influenceable.
Safety: A Problem and a Symptom
“Good luck! [Zero fatalities] would be nice.”
The majority of those we spoke to believe that Forest Service activities are inherently dangerous and that fatalities are therefore inevitable. There is a commonly held belief that to think otherwise would mean that the Forest Service is no longer fulfilling its mission. In our interviews and group sessions, we found in general that it was mostly those who had personally experienced losses or who had been on accident investigations that were most passionate about setting a standard of zero fatalities. Of those who voiced opposition to the standard of no fatalities, none were willing to suggest what they thought an acceptable annual number of deaths might be. 
1Direct quotes are included in the text in italics.
For some, zero fatalities is an obvious and absolute objective; for others, that goal is far more ambiguous and complex. For many, it is noble-sounding but unattainable—and in some ways, undesirable, if it means sacrificing the core values and purpose of the Agency as a whole. 

Figure 1 – Fatalities Over Time
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Reality so far supports the skeptics: Over the years since 1998 (the first year for which OSHA statistics are publicly available) through the end of the first quarter of this calendar year, a total of 63—an average of 6.4 a year—have died in accidents in the Forest Service. This compares with 24 fatalities in the National Park Service (about 21,500 employees) and 13 for the Bureau of Land Management (about 11,000 employees) over the same period. Mapping the yearly fatality rates since 1998 shows that the trend has been towards an increasing number of fatalities (shown by the blue line on the graph below, leading up to 2007).

When discussing this with groups, we ask them what they want to happen. The answer is: “Zero fatalities, starting now!” When we ask what they predict will happen, their response has been, “Fatalities are likely to go up.” This means there is a gap between the desired goal of zero fatalities (dashed blue line) and the projected trend if there are no additional changes in the system (red line). When we have inquired into what causes the system to persist in a direction that employees don’t want, our analysis points to eight interlinked factors that get in the way of what many employees told us: “I think generally everybody feels like the most important thing is going home at the end of the day.” 
The Underlying Core Dynamic and Limiting Behaviors
“I do believe that people look at [safety] as an initiative, or the flavor of the month or whatever. And the trick is to, you know, get it in that very, very short list of things that are core and the culture and it’s just who we are.”
It appears that an underlying core dynamic is currently shaping much of the Forest Service, including safety. The dynamic is made up of four domains that act as drivers—they give the dynamic its momentum: Core Leadership Alignment and Mission Clarity, Community and Quality of Relationships, Integrated Capability and Coordinated Execution. Each of these is interrelated and can work either for or against effectiveness. In addition, each is necessary but none sufficient by themselves to achieve the desired results.
Our analysis has highlighted limits impacting the effectiveness of the core dynamic. These compromise the Forest Service’s ability to gain creative momentum. The limits are highly interrelated and reinforce each other, thus causing the creative cycle to turn into the downward spiral described above. Each of these limits is briefly summarized here. 
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Limits to Core Leadership Alignment and Missing Clarity
· Ceding Power – The Agency’s leadership has, we have found, ceded a great deal of power to the line and the regions. This has been a taken for granted way of operating, given the heritage of a strongly decentralized place based “family” culture. In this regions powerfully claim their space. Yet it is the very lack of a clear, central focus that is contributing to mission unclarity and lack of necessary alignment. 
“This organization has a way of [saying]… send me the money and leave me alone.”

“We are really a collection of different tribes … we are all at least floating in the same river and yet highly decentralized.”

· Mission Confusion – There are many competing stories about the right and central focus of the Agency, and a fair degree of concern about direction. 
“What is our mission? I am stumped. I don’t know what to say.”

“Are we a timber organization? Are we a fire organization? Are we recreation-based? Are we just cleaning toilets now? I mean, what ware we doing? And caring for the land and serving the people is not a clear enough mission statement.” 


Limits to Community and Quality of Relationships
· Family “Collusion” – Employees are deeply loyal to and identified with the idea of being part of a “family.” However, employees tend to use this as a defense, attributing that others do not understand as we do, and seek to fend off positions of external stakeholders. Another element of this dynamic causes employees to feel entitled to be included in key decisions—they are part of the family and should have some say. Over-inclusion leads either to paralysis or inaction, or to discounting of efforts that have had too little perceived inclusion.

“It is like a family—you take care of
 your own.”

“At any time, your job can be studied. Don't tell me it's a family.”

“We are captured by the tyranny of tradition.”


· Lack of Straight Talk – Employees often seem to be unwilling to speak out and name difficulties that they see, and attribute that to do so is to run serious risks. As a result, difficult issues do not get raised publicly for fear of being accused of being too “negative” or disloyal. 
“You are not a team player unless you turn your head and look the other way.”

“Shoot, no! We don’t have the first clue how to talk to each other. We’re supposed to know how to talk to the public. We can’t even talk to each other.”

Limits to Integrated Capability
· Capability Trap – This dynamic is evidenced by employees working increasingly hard but still finding that capability, overall and in safety-related areas, is either not improving or even deteriorating.2 We have found evidence of this trap at work throughout our research. The Agency has a strong “can do” ethos that leads everyone to try to quickly fix whatever issue arises. Yet as the dynamic here shows, such reactive efforts in the long run actually diminish capability by deprioritizing improvement efforts whose results are not as clear or immediate. For example, several reported that in fire contexts many contractors do not have the required understanding and experience. Taking time to train them, however, would take time away from firefighting; failing to do so may result in the influx of help actually leading to a decrease in capability. 
“Running rather than walking is the new norm.”

“We're just running around like a kid sticking his finger in the dike trying to fix the biggest leaks.”

“I'm over my head just getting what I'm supposed to do… so I'm not going to sit here and read every safety message. …I just try to do damage control.”


· Impaired Learning – The Agency has in general difficulty making error an objectively studied and transparently discussed source of learning and improvement. Errors are not generally embraced as opportunities for improvement, particularly now, in a climate where employees fear that the admission of error may lead to criminal indictment. Many suggested that the Agency has been poor at learning from reflection. There are exceptions to this, notably in the fire community, but also absences of it as well. For instance, one result of recent challenges is a proliferation of rules and requirements. Rules tend to have the effect of creating compliance, but not internally motivated commitment to change and learn. 
“We should focus on what causes safety instead of what’s wrong and causes accidents.”

“With Ag-learn the first lesson you learn is how to cheat the system.”

“Rule-based is easy: one only has to say yes or no--but doctrine requires people to think.”

“People are afraid to come forward and admit they have done anything wrong. They will be punished.”


Limits to Coordinated Execution
· Physics of Accidents – There are basic physical dynamics that contribute to an increasingly unsafe working environment: Changing environmental settings (e.g. wildland/urban interface, catastrophic fires) and budget pressures result in more demanding conditions that need to be faced with the same or fewer resources and sometimes lower-quality equipment. More intense circumstances and fewer employees covering greater distances increases risks and chances for error.
“Urgency is what kills. I see that at all levels.”

“Fire is going to get exponentially worse. There are so many communities and homes [burning] that we are going to get people hurt and killed. I hope the people at the top are aware of this.”

“We go out there and drive and drive. There are going to be accidents.”

“People in the field overwork. There is fatigue - I know it.”


· Initiative Proliferation – The responses to safety issues and challenges in general tend to be attempts by a part of the organization to respond to the challenges of the whole. Yet there is frequently no clear owner, clear sponsor, or clear request for these efforts. As a result, there is a pattern of proliferation of such efforts and a tendency towards fragmentation of focus. Employees have now become both weary and skeptical when seeing or hearing about “yet another” initiative or change effort. 
“There are so many initiatives now, I ignore most of them unless they manifest or actually affect me.”

“This is yet another safety initiative that I’ve seen over the years. You tend to get a little cynical because nothing really changes very much…”


These limits are the critical “high leverage” points that must be addressed and transformed – which we believe is possible – if the wheel of the virtuous cycle is to turn in the desired direction. 

Key Implications for Safety

Given these challenges and limits, we believe that finding leverage and achieving long-term success and safety can only come from activating the four core domains. Each domain is listed below, along with a few key implications for safety that surfaced:

Lack of Core Leadership Alignment and Mission Clarity—Lack of clarity around an overall mission supported by an aligned core of leaders, and narrow focus on target accomplishment instead. 
The implications for safety: Employees debate whether this is the “fire service” or the “forest service”; that is, they experience mission drift. Many remain unclear about the limits to the mission, leading them to take on responsibilities that put them in harm’s way, over-reach their abilities, and cause unsafe situations.
The potential in the situation: Out of debate, create a dialogue in which subsurface issues can become explicit and clarity can emerge. Direct conversation and alignment among leaders regarding direction.
Breakdown of Community and Quality of Relationships—Employees feel the loss of familiar ways of working and the lack of a clear, collective bond. This leads some to seek to return to a “golden era” when there was a more collegial atmosphere, less complex ways of doing things and fewer rules. Working cultures are fragmenting as employees identify more with local settings to the exclusion of the larger organization; there also is a sense of license for employees to run things as they wish.
The implications for safety: Employees often don’t point out sources of error or accidents. Employees do not want to be perceived disloyal to their friends and colleagues by holding each other accountable, and they become resistant to new ways of tackling safety.

The potential in the situation: Transformation of the “story” people have created about the Forest Service family, keeping the community bond while moving forward.
Limits to Capability—Pressure to produce, and decreasing resources, leads to an ever-increasing focus on short-term output at the expense of the longer-term (but more ambiguous) efforts to improve efficiency and safety. Everyone is stretched thin; deep capability does get developed, but only through intense focus and not as a matter of routine. Work and targets are put before training and safety.
The implications for safety: The perceived erosion of capability is managed by adding new rules and procedures. This unfortunately can have the unintended effect of diminishing intelligent responses and causing cascading patterns of work-arounds perceived as necessary ways to function. As a result, capability tends to go underground or remains unacknowledged, even as employees are increasingly under intense resource constraints.
The potential in the situation: Development of leadership capacity throughout the Agency, with a corresponding rise in the level of trust and decrease in the perceived necessity to protect territory and reputation. True, sustainable learning.
Fragmented Execution—The Agency consists of many highly dedicated but also highly autonomously functioning units. While there are many ties and a deep common dedication, there are also many independent and relatively uncoordinated efforts. Because employees and resources are stretched thin, and there is little evidence of willingness to openly confront, employees attempt to tackle issues in local and ultimately fragmented ways. 
The implications for safety: Employees have been inundated with safety improvement “efforts” and are largely inured to them at this point. In addition, many more employees are exposed to higher risks due to stretched resources, and because they have so much on their plate that their focus and attention level suffers.

The potential in the situation: A coordinated Agency that respects the autonomy and situational awareness, saving money and morale in the process.
Implications for Action – Engaging the Wisdom of the Whole

Our goal is to help the Agency conserve what is valuable and to set in motion a dynamic where the wisdom in the system can thrive “because of” rather than “in spite of” the organization. Though no one action is likely to produce required changes, we believe the Agency has encoded within it the intelligence and capacity to transform the current situation. This requires addressing the patterns that have a direct and immediate impact on safety and the deeper dynamics that have kept the Agency from dealing effectively with them. Clearly, the core leadership of the Agency is critical to this. 
There is certainly no lack of willingness, enthusiasm and energy in the Agency to address safety problems and the underlying causes. Creativity, intelligence, and wisdom run deep throughout the Agency. The challenge is bringing it all out and allowing it to be used in service to the whole of the system rather then in isolation region by region.
Several follow-on steps have become apparent. As a start, this document is being distributed to those who participated in our original interviews and group engagement sessions with the intention that it will stimulate further consideration. We will be meeting with the Executive Leadership Team at the end of May to think together about the implications of what we have heard and begin mapping out concrete next steps. Our overall goal is to assist the Forest Service in developing its capacity for transforming the kinds of challenges outlined in this report. The means to this end include Agency-wide dialogues, region-by-region; leadership training designed to build the ability to handle increasingly complex situations; and developing forums for ongoing safety development and consideration. Fire and Aviation Management is interested in continuing to refine its understanding of the safety culture, and we will be meeting with its leaders in the next few weeks to consider the possibility of running pilot programs that may be a prototype for further leadership work in the Agency. 

Contact – Please contact xxxx at xxxx for a more detailed analysis in the full-length report (46 pages).
2007





# Fatalities Per Year





2017





Time





Trajectory of Fatalities





10








Desired State of Fatalities





GAP





0





1997
























































� The core research for this limiting dynamic was originally produced at MIT by our colleague Nelson Repenning. See “Nobody Ever Gets Credit for Fixing Problems that Never Happened,” California Management Review, Vol. 43, No. 4, Summer 2001.
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