
Appendix A Center for Lessons Learned

APPENDIX A. CENTER FOR LESSONS LEARNED
Building an Experience Base

One means of achieving an overall gain in expertise is for an organization to compile and
disseminate analyses of the way critical situations were handled, and examples of good and poor
decisions. This type of activity can be central to organizational learning. . Currently many
different organizations are attempting to compile their lessons learned in an efficient manner. .
One of the best examples is the U.S. Army's Center for Army Lessons Learned (CALL).
Another is the aviation community's Aviation Safety Reporting System (ASRS). The Economist
magazine (October 4, 1997, pp. 79-80) reported that the banking industry is trying to set up a
method for capturing lessons learned, modeled on ASRS. These are good precedents for the
wildland fire community.

This Appendix expands on the concept of establishing a "Center for Lessons Learned" for
the wildland fire community, as recommended in Chapter 3, Goal 4, Implementation Strategy 2.
We discuss three aspects of a Center for Lessons Learned: the nature of the information collection
process; the nature of the information dissemination; and the formatting of the materials to be
collected.

The Nature of the Information Collection Process

There is reluctance among firefighters to report safety incidents. If firefighters are too
worried about getting in trouble, they are unlikely to be fully candid about what happened. Fear of
retaliation and the difficulty of the reporting process represent the greatest barriers to collecting
and to some extent using lessons learned. If the agencies use "lessons learned" to punish others,
that would serve as discouragement. If the process of filling out forms and finding the correct
address to send in lessons is too cumbersome, cooperation will decrease.

Therefore, a Safety Center for Lessons Learned will have to ensure anonymity of
, , .

information stored and used, prevent retaliation, and yet facilitate open communication. In the
aviation industry, the ASRS provides legal safeguards against penalizing those who report
problems. When a pilot reports a transgression of safety rules to the ASRS the pilot is shielded
from punitive action. In other settings, the lessons learned reports are sanitized by removing
names and details. In the Army, the lessons learned are about neutral topics, such as the use of
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equipment or dealing with various situations, and not about individuals. The fire agencies will
need to determine the desired focus of their center and the safeguards to use.

I
There is need to consider how far to go with sanitizing the reports. Because firefighting

is done in the context of large organizations, each incident will have many direct witnesses and
many more indirect ones. In order to sanitize a report, and not be a recognizable incident, the
incident account might have to be cleaned up so much that it would become useless. Also,
because fire incidents are known by their names, some of the believability and impact of the
stories may be lost. However, names of people can be dropped, and in many cases a description
of the circumstances and factors associated with the 'lessons learned' may suffice. In fact,
providing too many details may weaken the point to be made. Judgment will be needed on what
to keep in any given preserved story.

There are other choices that could be made as to the nature of a reporting center. The
Center could be restricted to anecdotes on neutral topics such as equipment and tactics. This
may be a necessary restriction but many of the ways in which safety gets compromised involve
personal decisions arid judgments, so this would be giving away a lot.

Another alternative for the nature of the reporting center is to focus on accountability and
punishment. While this may seem harsh, several individuals in the early one-on-one interviews
stated that they felt the agencies went too easy on mistakes, and that they should be more critical
in their evaluations. In this case, the wildland fire community may find that a Center for Lessons
Learned can provide a valuable resource, enabling people to speak up about unsafe practices, and
to name names. Lessons learned reports can serve as the beginning of investigations into Crew
and Division Supervisors and higher levels of command who violate safety standards. While
ensuring the anonymity of the respondent, the agencies can assess whether the charges are
accurate, and, if so, how to prevent similar problems in the future. This strategy would be to
increase personal consequences, rather than reducing them.

We do not, however, think either of the above two alternatives are the right approach for
the Center. The accountability goal can be achieved by the line management of an incident,
filing formal complaints or incident reports that name names. The Center should take a more
anonymous, non-punitive, non-embarrassing approach. It may indeed include cases that lead to
punishment but that should not be its focus - rather, the focus should be on lessons learned, the
"wisdom" gained from "errors and from case studies of successes.
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Some organizations provide a safeguard by limiting access to the lessons learned file, so
that only researchers and others with a legitimate need can go through the cases and find patterns
that might be important. Only selected, sanitized incident descriptions or situations are
disseminated. This is a possible fallback position, but it reduces motivation to build a
comprehensive lessons learned file. The correspondents would be going to the effort of filing the
account with no assurance that others at their level would be able to learn from it.

We recommend that the agencies use a Center for Lessons Learned to collect and
disseminate sanitized incident accounts to increase organizational learning. The Center should
not deal with serious cases of safety violations, and the agencies should set up a separate
mechanism for reporting these to avoid compromising the effectiveness of the Center.

The Center should encourage firefighters to send in incident accounts in order to improve
the safety and professionalism of firefighting. ' Cash incentives do not seem appropriate in this
environment, and might even be counter-productive. The Center should have writer/editors to

    assist fire service personnel in preparing incident descriptions, or editing what they send in.

The Nature of the Information Dissemination

A wildland firefighting Center for Lessons Learned would be challenged to find a way to
make use of the incident accounts and not become a black hole. Collection organizations often
find it convenient to settle into a bureaucratic mode of collecting and cataloging, taking a very
passive attitude towards the work, and imposing lengthy delays on the time for getting the
incident accounts into circulation.

A successful Center should compile statistics about the types of incidents, types of
difficult judgments, and so forth, and make these the basis of further action. While it would
not be a scientific sample, the collected incident accounts would provide a reasonably good cross-
section of the types of safety concerns that exist, and the ways these change from one year to the
next.

In addition, the Center should select the best incident accounts, and format them to be
used as Tactical Decision Games in leadership courses and training on decision making (See
Appendix C). In this way, the agencies would arrange a feedback mechanism for using the most
difficult cases as training opportunities.
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But most of all, the Center should emulate the Army and aviation examples, and quickly
disseminate good lessons and stories in newsletter form. See, for example, the aviation
newsletter on the following page.

The wildland Center for Lessons Learned might also convert incident accounts into tape
recordings and make them available to crews during lengthy periods of transportation. Instead of
enduring these periods as unproductive down-time, they could become learning opportunities.

Formatting the Materials Collected

There are many different ways to format incident accounts. The ASRS reports are fairly
well structured, as befits the highly structured nature of commercial aviation. However, the
Boeing Corporation has been developing an alternative format. They are interested in getting
feedback from line pilots about problems they encounter with Boeing aircraft, and about difficult
incidents. Boeing realized the futility of searching for a root cause for accidents and near-
accidents, and has moved to the use of "influence diagrams." Instead of searching for the root
cause, Boeing tries to identify the set of potential causes or factors influencing the incident. The
participants are asked to list anything that, if changed, could have prevented the accident (or
near-accident). This approach shows the set of causes that contributed. They can be arranged
into an influence diagram (a sequence of what thing influenced another, which ultimately caused
the problem.) This approach cuts down on "finger-pointing," because there are usually many
ways in which the various participants in the incident could have acted more safely. It converts a
potential witch-hunt into a legitimate search for problem sources.

Yet another format is to borrow from the "Decision Critique" approach mentioned in the
sections on decision-making 'in this report (see Appendix C). The person reporting the incident
could begin with a brief narrative of the incident (perhaps including a map) and then answer the
following questions: Which were the difficult judgments and decisions? Why was each of them
difficult? What cues or patterns got missed? What was the original size-up, and was it accurate?

It is very beneficial to gather inputs from several witnesses to an incident, to see if there
is consensus, get different viewpoints and different insights.
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An organization designed to collect and disseminate lessons learned, regardless of the
format it uses, can provide a highly valuable component of a safety program for the Federal
wildland fire community. Each safety incident triggers a learning process, and the very fact that
the agencies have set up such an organization sends a message that everyone is expected to
contribute to a culture of safety.
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