
Getting to lessons learned:
Lessons learned from a study of lessons learned





A study of after action reviews of recent disasters/exercises:

• Alabama-Georgia Tornadoes — USFA report 
• Tropical Storm Irene AAR 
• Fire Service Response to Hurricane Irene — USFA report 
• Maintaining Fire Services in the Wake of Hurricane Sandy 
• Wasatch Earthquake Planning/Resource Allocation 
• New Madrid Earthquake Planning/Resource Allocation 



Used lessons learned to updated two legacy reports:

• TR-162: Fire Department Preparation for Extreme Weather

• TR-159: After Action Reports — Lessons Learned



• Identifying problems and lessons learned is easy

• Changing behavior in individuals or 
organizations is not so easy



• There is a high price to be paid for learning that we 
may not be as rational as we thought 

• Our mistakes are rarely random, and in fact they are 
often quite predictable

• They are simply part of what makes us human 



It is often under extreme conditions that individual 
and group errors compound or escalate to a critical 
tipping point, resulting in an unintended 
consequence. 

(potential exists for “group think” and/or “group polarization”)





Research into firefighter fatalities and less-than-
effective responses to major incidents show time 
and again that the causes come from a list of 
contributing factors that are well-known in the 
emergency response field. 



Despite the good intention of lessons 
learned, we make the same mistakes 
over and over.











After action reports compiled following major regional 
disasters revealed that regardless of equipment, training, 
resources or communications, rural fire departments in the 
disaster areas faced four primary universal tasks or 
operational domains while suburban and urban fire agencies 
in the disaster areas focused on the first three. 



Four Operational Domains 
or Universal Tasks:

1. Opening roadway access to 
structures

2. Search, rescue, treatment and 
transport of occupants

3. Self-protection and survival
4. Providing food, water, housing 

and sanitary needs for their 
communities
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