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This reportτintended for the wildland fire communityτ
provides a collection of applicable key learning 
highlightsτand follow-up linksτfrom the 2011 Fourth 
International High Reliability Organizing Conference. 
 

A total of 30 speakers and 150 participantsτfrom 
multiple high-risk, safety-critical organizationsτgathered 
in Washington D.C. to share knowledge and experiences. 
 

This report focuses on the speakers whose themes and 
insights have applicability to wildland firefighters and fire 
leaders. 

The wildland fire community, 
represented in the photos on this 

pageΣ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΩǎ ƪŜȅ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΦ 
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The 2011 Fourth International High Reliability 
Organizing Conference, held at the National 
Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) 
Auditorium in Washington D.C., joined 
operators, managers, and executives from a 
variety of organizationsτincluding the 
wildland fire communityτto share methods 
for consistent, dependable performance under 
uncertainty or the unexpected. 
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 άBeing here with different professionals with different areas of 
expertise and being able to transfer that back and forth...there's 

really a lot of value in this.έ 
 

John Glenn 
Chief of Fire Operations, Bureau of Land Management 

National Interagency Fire Center 
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Link to Additional Information 
Thirty speakers were featured during this two-Řŀȅ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ, 

abstracts, and presentations will soon be available at: 
 

http://www.high-reliability.org/ 
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1. Introduction ς The Benefit of Learning from Multiple Organizations 
 

In addition to the academic involvement at the conference, leaders and safety 
professionals from wildland fire, medicine, aviation, oil and chemical safety, nuclear 
power, nuclear weapons manufacturing, and the military shared their success stories, 
insights and challenges in implementing High Reliability Organizing (HRO) principles. 

 

The value of inter-industry dialog was a common theme among conference participants.  
 

ά!ǎ ǘƘŜ CƻǳǊǘƘ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ Iwh ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ 
best interaction between the researchers and practitioners.  There 
was a real exchange among peers; I think we've reached a new 
level of the conversation. My friends in the wildland fire 
community, you did it again. Those of us in government serviceτ
wildland fire, forestry, Department of Defense, Department of 
Energy, the National Transportation Safety Board, Chemical Safety 
Board, Nuclear Regulatory Commission, and some others--all of us 
were here. More and more, we're seeing public servants, dealing 

with high hazard stuff, saȅƛƴƎΥ Ψ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǘƘŀƴ ǿŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǿŜ ŘƛŘΣ ŀƴŘ 
ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŦǊƻƳ ƻƴŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΦΩ  ¢ƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ ǘƻ ŜǾƻƭǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǘǳǊŜΦέ 

 

Earl Carnes 
High Reliability Organizing Senior Advisor 
The United States Department of Energy 

 
 
During the conference proceedings, Robert Hausmann, Center 
for Naval Analysis Organizational Learning and Effectiveness 
aŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ 5ƛǊŜŎǘƻǊΣ ǘƻƻƪ /ŀǊƴŜǎΩ ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘ ŜǾŜƴ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊΦ CƻǊ 
Hausmann, the value resides not just in the interchange of 
ideas among professions, but in the creation of a new language 
for advancing this dialog in the future. 

 
άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎ ŀƴŘ 
talking cross-contextually, creating frameworks so we can communicate with 
each other. We're starting a dialog. We're starting a language where we can talk 
to each other, which I don't think is there outside of this conference. Being able to 
ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΦέ  
 

Robert Hausmann 
Organizational Learning and Effectiveness Managing Director 

Center for Naval Analysis 
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2. Karl ²ŜƛŎƪΩǎ YŜȅƴƻǘŜ  
 

Putting HRO Into Practice 
 
άHere is a statement that brings us together here today: 
 

Things that never 
happened before, 

happen all the time! 
 
 
!ƴŘ ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀƴ example [photo on 
right] of what that statement 
ƳŜŀƴǎΥέ 

 

 
YŀǊƭ ²ŜƛŎƪΩǎ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ǊŜƳŀǊƪǎ 

and observations. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Karl Weickτno stranger to the wildland fire 
communityτis an internationally recognized 
expert on High Reliability Organizing. To see the 
rest of his keynote address to the conference 

participants:  Speech Content. 

 
Karl Weick (center) on the 2004 Cerro 
Grande Staff Ride with Kathleen 
{ǳǘŎƭƛŦŦŜΣ YŀǊƭΩǎ Ŏƻ-author on άaŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ 
the Unexpected ς Resilient 
tŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŀƴ !ƎŜ ƻŦ ¦ƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅέ 
and their earlier edition άaŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
Unexpected ς Assuring High 
Performance in an Age of Complexity.έ 
The two HRO experts are speaking with 
Matt Snider, ignition specialist on the 
2000 prescribed fire that escaped and 
transitioned into the Cerro Grande Fire. 
 

Photo by Tom Iraci. 

http://wildfirelessons.net/documents/Weick_Keynote_Speech_HRO2011.pdf
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3. Challenges that Face the Wildland Fire Community 
 

 

Tom Harbour, national Director of Fire and Aviation Management for the U.S. 
Forest Service, helped frame some of the challenges that his agency is facing 
regarding improving firefighter safety. IŀǊōƻǳǊΩǎ 
two presentations include these two abstracts: 
 

1. When Good Plans Go Bad ς Forest Service 
Fire and Aviation Management: Toward 

Doctrine and Risk Management. 
 

Tom Harbour discusses recent wildland fire community 
developments surrounding thinking and science-based 
technology. 

 

άtǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƛƭŘŦƛǊŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ doctrine and practical 
decision support science are integrating disparate streams of 
human judgment and relevant science to minimize exposure 
to risk. Increasingly, firefighters can fight fire more safely 
ǿƛǘƘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǎǇŜŜŘΣ ŀƎƛƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƻŎǳǎΦέ 

Complete Abstract 
 

2. Just Environment: Command Climate, Leadership, and Error ς 
Forest Service Fire and Aviation Management: Becoming a 
Learning Culture  

 

Harbour discusses how traditional approaches to creating safety 
are not a good fit with wildland firefighting. He therefore 
outlines a new approach to learning. 

 

άLƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜ ƛƴ ŀ ŘƻŎǘǊƛƴŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƭŘŦƛǊŜ 
environment, to learn from unintended outcomes and move 
continually toward safer outcomes, firefighters and 
management must operate within a Ψjust cultureΩ. In a just 
culture, open dialogue between firefighters and managers is 
nurtured and protected. Managers continually guard the 
safe exchange of information. In a just culture, employees 
are protected from the consequences of honest dialogue, 
and they know they are protected. Honest dialogue is 
ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŦƻǊ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ 
conditions firefighters face. Managers need that 
information to assess and manage risks faced by 
firefighters. The open dialogue of a just culture in the face 
of unintended outcomes is the lifeblood of a continually 
learning, error-resilient organization. Dialogue in a just 
ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ƻǇŜƴ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎŀŦŜΦέ     Complete Abstract 

Tom Harbour, Director of Fire and Aviation 
Management for the U.S. Forest Service. 

 

 
 
 

άaŀƴŀƎŜǊǎ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ 
to assess and manage risks faced 
by ŦƛǊŜŦƛƎƘǘŜǊǎΦέ 

http://wildfirelessons.net/documents/Harbour_HRO_Doctrine_and_Risk_Management.pdf
http://wildfirelessons.net/documents/Harbour_HRO_Abstract_Just_Culture.pdf
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John Glenn, Chief of Fire Operations, Bureau of Land Management, 
National Interagency Fire Center, discussed his agency's efforts to 
implement the HRO principles. He shared some key milestones in this 
HRO adoption processτthat are shared in άHigh Reliability Organizing: 
Whŀǘ Lǘ LǎΣ ²Ƙȅ Lǘ ²ƻǊƪǎΣ Iƻǿ ǘƻ [ŜŀŘ Lǘέ that outlines the Bureau of 
[ŀƴŘ aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΩǎ HRO philosophy: 
http://www.blm.gov/pgdata/etc/medialib/blm/nifc/training/hro.Par.4
5824.File.dat/HRO_2010training_final.pdf  

 

On the Value of Practicing Pre-Mortem Exercises 
 ά!ƴǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛng when you're doing a projectτspecifically a prescribed 

burnτwhat could go wrong. Sitting down as a team and thinking about 
ǿƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ Ǝƻ ǿǊƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ȅƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΦέ 

 

The Importance of RecogƴƛȊƛƴƎ Ψ[ittleΩ ±ƛŎǘƻǊƛŜǎ 
 ά!ŦǘŜǊ the BLM's 2010 HRO workshop, the agency saw a spike in SAFENET 

reportingτwhich was especially interesting because 2010 was 
a slow year for firesΦέ 

 

 
 

Marc Rounsaville, Managing Director of Bluejack Consulting and former 
5ŜǇǳǘȅ 5ƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦Φ{Φ CƻǊŜǎǘ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜΩǎ CƛǊŜ ŀƴŘ !Ǿƛŀǘƛƻƴ aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ 
program, spoke on άThe Use of Social Technology in the Application of HRO 
and Risk Management Principlesέ within organizational communication, 
system safety, and leadership.  
 

ά¢ƘŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ Iwh ŀƴŘ Ǌƛǎƪ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ principles 
frequently falls short of the mark because of poor communication 

practices. Operational decisions in many areas, such as on large wildland fires on 
National Forest lands, are ultimately made by agency administrators or managers. 
These individuals have varying degrees of experience and knowledge of HRO and risk 
management. On National Forests, support is provided in part by Incident 
Management Teams which have a high degree of 
experience and knowledge in incident response. 
This variance, coupled with difficulties in 
communications, often results in failures to define 
and implement shared goalsτresulting in wasted 
resources and the acceptance of unnecessary risk 
to the point of fatalities. [There have been] 
multiple cases where these failures are rooted in 
communication breakdownsτeven when the 
parties involved were in frequent conversations 
ŀƴŘ ŎƭƻǎŜ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘΦέ            

 

 

Pre-fire season communication and 
interaction with community members that 
aŀǊŎ wƻǳƴǎŀǾƛƭƭŜΩǎ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ŦƛǊƳ 
assisted with. 

http://www.blm.gov/pgdata/etc/medialib/blm/nifc/training/hro.Par.45824.File.dat/HRO_2010training_final.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/pgdata/etc/medialib/blm/nifc/training/hro.Par.45824.File.dat/HRO_2010training_final.pdf
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On Building Good Communication Among Key Stakeholders Prior to an Incident: 
 ά9ŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊŀŎǘices are hard to do sometimes. They're almost 
impossible to do in the moment. You have to build this relationship before you ever have 
the problem. If you don't build the relationship before you have the problem, then it's 
100 percent sure you're not going to be able to build the kind of relationship that you 
ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΦέ 
 

On Focusing on Our Identity and Values as Part of Decision Making: 
"Getting down to identity:  What set of values do I carry forward?  What is my identity 
around this work?  Then, how does that identity, those values and beliefs drive my 
decision-making and drive the amount of risk I'm willing to take and the amount of risk 
I'm willing to transfer to people working around me?" 

 

                       Complete Abstract 
 

 

 
 

 
Ivan Pupulidy, Human 
Performance Specialist for 
the U.S. Forest Service, 
shared highlights from the 
new Human Performance 
Improvement Program. 
 
άwƛǎƪ ς how we define this 
term, dictates how we can 
and will address it. I have 
not attended a safety meeting where this term has 
not been discussed and yet, when I ask what this 
term means, I get a wide variety of definitions. This 
is not an unexpected response, as risk has both 
organizational and individual meanings. This 
describes a unique character of the word that may, 
in fact, make it difficult or even impossible to 
completely define. The person facing a life or death 

situation in an aircraft, or on the fire line, may define risk in a completely different way 
than the person who writes policy for the organization. Neither perspective is wrong and 
both are important to the functioning of the organization.έ  

 

Complete Abstract 
 

 
 

http://wildfirelessons.net/documents/Rounsaville_Social_Technology_HRO.pdf
http://wildfirelessons.net/documents/Pupulidy_Risk_HPI.pdf
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David Christenson, Assistant Manager 
for the Wildland Fire Lessons Learned 
Center (LLC), talked about the history 
and vision of the LLC and what the 
center is doing to help shape a culture 
of trust and learning in the interagency 
wildland fire community. 
 

άaŀƴȅ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƘŜƭǇ 
supervisors, managers, and leaders with how to lead learning 
or how to improve thinking. More commonly, organizations 
rely on traditional transactional training programs with 
memorization and process change approaches designed for 
complicated machinery. From a planning perspective this 
makes sense as a logical, linear approach where process errors 
can be identified and rectified easily. However, from an anticipating the unexpected 
perspective, this linear approach does not support the adaptive logic used in changing 
circumstances necessary for dynamic error identification and correction. New ways of 
thinking, listening, and interacting are necessary for transformational learning that 
positively affects complex human interactions. HROs already know this and strive to 
ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻŀŎƘƛƴƎΦέ             Complete Abstract 
 

 

 
 

Gary Provansal, former Division Chief, Special Operations for the Los Angeles 
area San Bernardino County Fire Department, shared examples of his lessons 
learned in implementing HRO principles through his training division at the San 
Bernardino County Fire Department.  
 
Shaping the Organization to Operate in a High Reliability/Productivity 
Mannerτor Managing the Day-to-Day Like We Manage Large-Scale Incidents 
ά²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ƳŜǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ ƳŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘȅǇŜǎΦ ²Ŝ 
have created an environment and structure that is universally accepted to 

manage large fires, earthquakes, evacuations of tens of thousands, hazardous materials 
accidents, terrorist attacks, hurricanes, and any other 
type of disaster that you can think of. We can bring in 
or assemble teams to bring order to chaos and begin 
recovery to almost any situation, yet we all have 
trouble managing the day-to-day business. We seem 
to have difficulty in assessing risk, planning for the 
unexpected, developing an empowering culture, and 
creating an organization that can meet any challenge 
ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƻǊ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦέ  

                                                                                           Complete Abstract 

http://wildfirelessons.net/documents/Christenson_Leading_Learning.pdf
http://wildfirelessons.net/documents/Provansal_Org_Shaping_HRO2011.pdf

