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Wildland Fire Metareview,
2007–2016
“We’ve made huge improvements in how we address firefighter safety. It has been painfully
slow, though. All things are doable over time; it’s just the speed of change that is difficult.
We will change over time, but do we want to wait 20 years and sustain the 20 firefighter
deaths per year and increasing public deaths?”
—Type 1 Incident Commander, Society Focus Group

A 10-year review of accidents and incidents within the
USDA Forest Service wildland fire system.

USDA Forest Service photo by Jace Jacobs.

Abstract
This document seeks to describe the wildland fire system and culture within which U.S.
Department of Agriculture, Forest Service employees operate. To do so, this review presents a
narrative of the Forest Service’s wildland fire system based on the opinions, experiences, and
perspectives of those who operate within it.
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Chapter 1. Introduction
“To decrease the risk of injury or fatality, you need to either increase the room for error or
decrease the severity. That requires changing the system.”
—Regional Aviation Safety Manager, Fatalities and Injuries Focus Group
The driving force for this metareview arose out of a safety action plan recommendation from
the “Twisp River Fire Fatalities and Entrapments Learning Review” (2016) where the U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA), Forest Service tasked itself with “conduct[ing] a broad
spectrum learning review…[to] detect and study patterns within the current system.” At
the request of Forest Service leadership, the Innovation and Organizational Learning (IOL)
Research, Development, and Application unit undertook the “Wildland Fire Metareview, 2007–
2016” to dive deeper into the conditions of the wildland fire system that influence incidents,
accidents, and normal work.
To do this, IOL analyzed a dataset spanning 10 years of Forest Service wildland-fire-related
incident reviews, mapped trends and commonalities across those reviews, and then explored
the emergent conditions through rich conversations with those who operate within the
wildland fire system. From these conversations, IOL identified themes that have the potential
to improve the wildland fire system and should be explored further.

What Is a
Metareview?
Each learning review,
organizational review, case study,
and facilitated learning analysis
(FLA) is an important example
of learning from a specific event
which occurred at a precise point
in time. Each incident offers the
possibility to learn something new
about the structure and behavior
of the wildland fire system.
A metareview takes this learning
further by examining hundreds
of incidents simultaneously
for connections, patterns, and
differences which become
apparent only when looking at the
whole rather than its individual
parts.
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Each chapter of this review covers one of these themes,
identified as a challenge the wildland fire community
is currently facing. Many of these challenges are
characterized by dynamic tensions, often felt as a
pull between multiple possibilities, none of which
are simply good or bad, but rather tradeoffs full of
pros and cons, options and constraints. Due to the
complexity of these dynamic tensions, no simple
answers are offered in this review. Instead, the authors
hope that the metareview’s recognition of these
tensions leads to open and honest conversations across
the agency about the challenges of the wildland fire
system. Those conversations should include how the
Forest Service can lead the entire wildland fire system
in organizational change.

Audience
Whatever your role in the Forest Service wildland fire
system, this document was written for you; whether
you are a senior leader who commissioned this
study to better understand the wildland fire system’s
complexities and to find tangible ways to improve it
or a Forest Service employee representative of one of
the many wildland fire communities of practice. Line
officers, fire personnel, practitioners, researchers,
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district rangers, and Washington Office staff all participated. Each person who contributed
brought a set of perspectives and experiences uniquely their own and shared them during
focus group discussions. During these sessions, participants were asked to describe the
current wildland fire system in the context of the focus group theme and to suggest how the
system could be improved. This review serves as a bridge between perspectives held by senior
leaders and those performing the work.

What You’ll Find in This Metareview
Each chapter of this review is both a standalone discussion on its topic area as well as part of
a cohesive, whole document.
Chapter 2, “Learning from the Past,” presents a history of the Forest Service as a learning
organization and the resulting purpose of this effort. Chapter 3, “Conducting the Wildland
Fire Metareview,” discusses the metareview process, describes the two parallel and
complementary social science methodologies used to implement it, and summarizes the
quantitative findings of this review. Chapters 4 through 12 explore nine challenges the
wildland fire system faces which emerged from five separate and distinct focus group
discussions. The following topics resulted from a synthesis of those conversations:
Chapter 4.

“Clear, Stable, Long-Term Vision”

Chapter 5.

“Does Our Communication Lead to Trust?”

Chapter 6.

“Telling Our Story—Consistently Inconsistent”

Chapter 7.

“Socio-Political Pressures: Real and Perceived”

Chapter 8.

“Cost or Investment?”

Chapter 9.

“Is ‘Safety First’ a Myth?”

Chapter 10.

“Mental Health and Suicide—A Call to Action”

Chapter 11.

“The Quest for 1,000 Hours of Overtime—Money as an Incentive to Risk”

Chapter 12.

“An Exercise in Envisioning”

Chapter 13, “What’s Next? Continuing the Learning,” proposes what a learning strategy for
the Forest Service might look like into the future. And finally, chapter 14 presents the final
learning challenge in this metareview.

Becoming a Learning Organization
The Forest Service is committed to becoming a learning organization and this review along
with the associated StoryMap and audio book are further examples of that commitment.
Learning is not passive, but interactive, and the products of this review are meant to be used
as a means for organizational learning. Some of the content may not resonate with you, some
may feel unfamiliar or out of place, while some may make you feel uncomfortable. This is all
part of the learning process. Explore these themes and ideas from all angles, perspectives, and
organizational levels. Engage in conversations with your coworkers and friends and discuss
themes and statements put forth in this review. Be willing to agree and disagree with others;
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these healthy, honest conversations may just open up the wildland fire environment to you in
unexpected ways.
Throughout this document, you will have an opportunity to explore different aspects of the
wildland fire system by following numerous links to learn more and undertaking a series of
learning challenges like the one following this section. These challenges will prompt you to
consider and apply what you’ve read and to think about your own lived experience, much
like focus group members did as they participated in this endeavor. Questions and activities
are posed to prompt critical thinking, discussion among work groups, and opportunities
for learning. You’ll have the opportunity to share what you’ve learned, turning individual
learning into shared learning, a necessary step to becoming a learning organization.

Continued Learning
Peter Senge1, author of “The Fifth Discipline,” explains that a learning organization
is one “where people continually expand their capacity to create the results they
truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where
collective aspiration is set free and where people are continually learning to see
the whole together.” Senge presents five disciplines that a learning organization
practices. They include:
1.



2.



3.



4.



5.



As you explore this metareview you will find examples of these disciplines in
action, as well as areas where improving the practice of these disciplines might
further the agency’s efforts in becoming a learning organization. To dive deeper
into the topic, read a summary article about Senge’s five disciplines.

Opportunity
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Learning Challenge

Gather your work group and discuss what it is to be a “learning organization,” as defined by
Peter Senge in “The Fifth Discipline.”1
Q What are the “results you truly desire” and what are you doing individually, and as part
of the Forest Service’s wildland fire organization, to attain them?
Q What new and expansive “patterns of thinking are being nurtured” in your workplace
and in the wildland fire organization as a whole? What patterns of thinking are being
suppressed or discouraged?
Q From your perspective, what are the fire organization’s “collective aspirations?” What is
being done to set them free? What is being done to hold back collective aspiration?
Q Where do you see yourself, within your work group and within the agency, coming
together to “see the whole?” Where are the efforts to come together limited?
Q Did everyone in your work group hold the same ideas as you? Was there tension
between individuals as thoughts were explored? How did you and your work group
respond to those tensions?
Q Where do you see the five disciplines—systems thinking, personal mastery, mental
models, shared vision, and team learning—practiced in your work group? Within the
Forest Service as a whole? Where do you see opportunities to apply these disciplines?
Tell us about your experience participating in this challenge at this team learning link!
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