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Abstract

Issue identification, issue remediation and remediation responsibility are the cornerstones of improvement after an emergency or disaster.  Although a common practice after such events, the After-Action process of implementing improvement continues to be less than effective.  In effect, emergency management practitioners continue to make the same mistakes, over and over again.

This paper will examine the After-Action process and its’ role in the “planning cycle”.  A new, yet arguably integral, part of the process will be the introduction of the Corrective Action Report (CAR) as a corollary to the standard After-Action Report.  Additionally, an inspection of the current methods for gathering After-Action data will reveal opportunities for technology to enhance information collection and efficacy.  Finally, a discussion of implementation strategies of the resulting recommendations harvested through an efficient After-Action process will be investigated.

Introduction

Achieving a community that is invulnerable to catastrophe has long been the goal of emergency management practitioners.  This field of endeavour is one of few where devotees work hard to put themselves out of a job, creating a secure, safe environment.  Unfortunately, emergency managers have yet to create that nirvana.  Although adept at chronicling the trials faced and the hard lessons learned, there is a step missing that of insuring changes.  This article will focus on the important, but often forgotten function of Corrective-Action and its role in the Planning, After-Action and Improvement processes.

To understand the place and importance of corrective-actions, a brief review of the Four Phases of Emergency Management and particularly the preparedness phase is necessary.  Traditionally, the Four Phases of Emergency Management (FEMA, 2000a) have been Preparedness, Response, Recovery and Mitigation occurring in a cycle as seen in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Four Phases of Emergency Management



It must be acknowledged that there are strong arguments that the Mitigation phase transcends or is inclusive in the other three phases of emergency management (State of Florida Division of Emergency Management, 2000).  Since the phases of Response, Recovery and Mitigation are predicated primarily on the occurrence of an incident, this paper will focus almost exclusively on the Preparedness phase.  The Preparedness phase centers on planning which includes the Corrective-Action process.

The Planning Cycle

The “Planning Cycle” is a recurring process embedded within the Preparedness phase, depicted in Figure 2.  Emergency planners expend most of their time in the Preparedness phase and therefore the “Planning Cycle”.  The “Planning Cycle” can best be described as a Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI) process (CAPC Manual, 2001).  The nomenclature for CQI are many and varied, this paper will use the labels seen in Figure 2.  The objective of CQI is to, through several cycles, become increasing better at the endeavour with which you are pursuing, in our case, emergency preparedness.  Although starting at any point in the cycle is permissible, for the purposes of this paper we will start with the Assessment stage.  

During the Assessment stage, practitioners attempt to determine the planning need primarily through hazard identification and vulnerability analysis (FEMA, 2000b).  Hazard identification determines through environmental, historical, geographical and sociological analysis what hazards a particular community is subject to.  Vulnerability analysis examines demographic, geographic and economic factors in determining how susceptible the community is to those hazards identified.  The analyses outcomes are viewed as planning needs for the next stage, Planning.

During the Planning stage plans and implementing procedures are developed based on those hazards and vulnerabilities identified during the Assessment stage.  Plans are coordinated through the multiple organizations that would respond within a community.  The plans specify in detail what each organization is responsible for when faced with differing hazards.  These organizations must then develop implementing procedures, standard operating procedures, and checklists to insure the responsibilities are met.  In this way, plans are produced that comprehensively address the hazards and vulnerabilities faced by the community.

The “Planning Cycle” does not stop there, training people that must respond to incidents as prescribed by the plans and procedures is essential and should occur in this next stage, Training (American Red Cross, FEMA, 2004).  Training should be a collaborative effort between all the stakeholders within a community.  Performance by trained responders during an actual disaster should be significantly better than by those that are not.  Not conducting training for responders breaks the cycle.  Once responders are trained, there must be an evaluative process, hence the next stage, Evaluation.

In the Evaluation stage existing plans and trained responders are tested to determine planning successes and failures. Usually testing is achieved through exercises.  These lessons learned, along with a review of the original hazard identification and vulnerability analyses are the entering arguments to start another Assessment stage, and begin the cycle anew.

Figure 2: The Planning Process
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The After-Action Process

The vehicle traditionally used for sharing the collected lessons learned from exercises during the Evaluation stage is the After-Action Report (AAR) (FEMA, 2002c).  These reports normally include exercise evaluator and participant observations along with other data that either supported a positive or negative view of the actions taken to respond to the simulated incident.  However, there are some elements missing that could prevent the remediation of the issues listed in the report.  Specifically, recommendations to address the helpful or harmful issue, a responsible party assigned to insure implementation of the recommendations and a suspense or due date for the recommendations to be implemented.  These additional items are at the core of Corrective-Action or Improvement plans.

The assignment of responsibility for action and a timetable to accomplish them is not a concept.  These items can be most readily found within other forms of planning, specifically Strategic and Performance planning (Hoke, 1996).  In both Strategic and Performance planning, specific tasks are identified to meet goals envisioned by the planners.  These tasks are assigned to the appropriate individual or division of the planning entity along with a completion date.  

Complying with the date, in some cases, can be critical due to subsequent/sequential or cascading tasks dependant on their accomplishment of the tasks preceding them.  The Corrective-Action process seeks to provide this same checklist for accomplishing improvements in the Planning process.

The evaluation function is also important in the aftermath of a disaster.  There will obviously be lessons learned that must be captured and used to improve.  In most cases, evaluations after a disaster are accomplished using the same After-Action process of collecting data.  But once again, these efforts often lack the specificity necessary to insure that the identified issues are acted upon.  Figure 3 depicts how Corrective-Action Reports (CAR) or Improvement Plans can bridge the implementation gap from the Evaluation stage to the Assessment stage either after an exercise or actual disaster.

Figure 3: Corrective Action Reports as Part of the Planning Process
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The Corrective-Action Process

The importance of Corrective-Action has been highlighted in the recent exercise guidance put forward by the U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Office of Domestic Preparedness (ODP) (FEMA, 2003).  ODP’s Homeland Security Exercise Evaluation Program (HSEEP) emphasizes the accurate collection of data to identify lessons learned. HSEEP is the new standard by which the After-Action process is being measured.  But HSEEP goes a step further; it requires the development of an “Improvement Plan”.  This plan requires the same information gathered by the Corrective-Action process.  Namely recommendations, responsible parties, and completion dates to lessons learned.  So strong is the belief in this process, it is now a prerequisite for further available domestic preparedness funding.

The Corrective-Action process too is divided into manageable tasks that lead to the desired outcome as depicted in Figure 4.  

Figure 4: Corrective Action Process
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The first of these tasks is Issue Identification and Consolidation.  Process participants should identify those major issues, again both positive and negative, that affected their actions during the exercise or disaster.  Although trends in issues often weigh heavily on the negative side, positive items should be found so that they continue to be used in future incidents and not discarded.  Once issue identification is complete, the issues are compared so that those that are similar or duplicated may be consolidated into a single issue.

The next in the succession of tasks is Recommendations and Consolidation.  For each of the issues identified, an appropriate number of recommendations to either reinforce the positives or remediate the negatives are identified.  The compiled recommendations are again compared for consolidation as was accomplished in the previous task.  It is possible for a single recommendation to reinforce or remediate multiple identified issues.

The consolidated recommendations are then assigned an action agency or Responsible Party charged with enacting the recommendation.  It should be noted that there is a tendency in the task of assigning a Responsible Party to assign almost everything to emergency management for implementation.  Emergency managers do not always have the resources or expertise of the organizations that participate in a true integrated emergency management system (FEMA, 2000).  Each recommendation should be assigned to the agency that deals with that issue on a regular basis during times of normalcy, not during emergencies.

Finally, a completion or Suspense Date should be affixed to each recommendation.  These dates must be reasonable and achievable for the implementing responsible party.  It should also be noted that the Suspense Date is not set in stone and can be adjusted based on changing circumstances.

The Corrective-Action data collected can be included as a corollary document, the Improvement Plan, along with the After-Action Report.  This Improvement Plan would list the issues, recommendations, responsible parties and suspense dates identified in the Corrective-Action process.  However, it should be noted that as described, the Corrective-Action can be limited due to constraints in collecting the data necessary to improve.  

Technology, After-Actions and Corrective-Actions

Most disasters and/or exercises conclude with some sort of critique or discussion to capture the major issues in the After-Action process (FEMA, 2000d).  Often called “Hot Washes” these critiques are normally lead by a facilitator (or multiple facilitators) who elicit feedback and discussion. 

 During the “Hot Wash” session, two of the constraints alluded are those of time and audience size.  Very often little time is allotted for this activity and usually the “Hot Wash” participants are numerous and the facilitators few, as illustrated in Figure 5.  The facilitator is limited to speaking to only one person at a time while the data collected is inhibited by what bullet notes can be recorded on an easel pad during the short session.  Additionally, multiple qualified facilitators are expensive and difficult to find, unless an organization is so blessed.  This inevitably leads to a superficial examination of lessons learned for the After-Action process and often no time to conduct a Corrective-Action process.  

The use of technology to reduce facilitator numbers and costs, as well as capturing more in-depth insight into the lessons learned by participants seems to be ideal for this purpose.  Figure 5 also illustrates the use of a network of computers to assist the facilitator and capture the information.  In this way, the computers serve a multiplying effect for the facilitator, allowing the participants to share and validate their views with others, while capturing detail absent in the other methods.

Figure 5: Computer Networks Facilitating Information Capture

[image: image5.png]



[image: image4]
Strategies for Corrective-Action Implementation

As mentioned above, the similarities in the Corrective-Action process and that of Strategic and Performance planning are not coincidental.  Many organizations use these methods to develop a “scope of work” or “road map” towards realizing a planned vision (Hoke, 1996).  Most often produced annually, these plans take organizational goals and translate them into the tasks that must be performed by designated performers for success.

The Corrective-Action information contained in the Improvement Plans from the After-Action process contains all the elements necessary to include them into any organization’s Strategic or Performance plan.  

The next logical step for responsible implementation of corrective-actions is making them part of normal job description duties.  Once again, not a new concept, but one that lends itself to the Strategic and Performance planning process.  The specific tasks, organizational responsibility and completion dates from the Improvement Plan can be included within these documents.  Simply assigning a specific individual and making these tasks part of their duties insures that organizational time has been allotted towards the task and that performance of the recommended actions are monitored by supervisors.
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