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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 5. Does Our Communication Lead to Trust?
“Radios are a medium to help us with communication, but the reality is we don’t know how
to communicate effectively with each other in person yet.”
—Regional Safety Manager, Communication and Work Environment Focus Group
Focus group participants noted a disturbing lack of trust at multiple levels: between the
Washington Office and the field; fire and line; and supervisor and employee. References to a
lack of trust-building communication were prevalent in both the qualitative and quantitative
analysis. However, focus group conversations put a finer point on the topic, highlighting
listening as a key attribute of communication currently missing from many internal Forest
Service interactions.
Communication is taught in almost every wildland fire and leadership course, the Forest
Service hosts or has a part in. Most, if not all, focus on how to communicate clearly and
concisely to others. Rarely do these trainings offer advice on how to listen, and the unintended
outcomes of that disparity can be seen agencywide. For example, the National Wildfire
Coordinating Group (NWCG) curriculum includes the five communication responsibilities, of
which listening is conspicuously absent from. To be engaged at work, everyone needs to feel
heard.
This issue is also compounded by the lack of time agency personnel have to engage in active
listening. Participants noted feeling completely inundated with emails, expectations to attend
too many meetings, and administrative requirements such as hiring or employee-relations
issues. Many felt these obligations consumed an inordinate amount of time at all levels of
the organization, and instead of supporting them in their work, detract from their ability to
function effectively. While these concerns are nothing new, the degree to which they demand
the attention of supervisors feels greater than ever. This has resulted in not enough time in
the day to carry out their primary duties, including engaging with their employees. Focus
group participants also spoke of their employees spending several hours per day performing
administrative minutia rather than fulfilling the mission of the agency. Most of this time
is spent alone in front of a computer rather than developing relationships or engaging in
conversations.
“We have focused for so long as a culture about communication, but it really focuses on the
sender, right? Focusing on what you’re saying. We have not taught people how to listen. A lot
of time we don’t listen to hear, we listen to speak.”
—Fire Management Officer, Communication and Work Environment Focus Group
Looking within the agency, participants provided examples of existing programs working
to address this issue, such as the Forest Service Middle Leader Program which includes
education specifically targeted at improving the listening skills of participants. One participant
in the communication and work environment focus group, a fire management officer, spoke
of level 3 listening which is taught in Middle Leader, saying:
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“In level 3 listening…we listen for the meaning
behind what the person is saying. We often
don’t pick the ‘perfect’ words to convey
meaning; however, at level 3 listening it
doesn’t matter because the person listening
is feeling and sharing that deeper meaning
with the person speaking. It doesn’t mean
you agree with what they are saying, but
there is understanding at a deep level. For me,
personally, level 3 listening is exhausting.”
Sadly, this and other efforts to improve dialogue skills,
specifically listening, reach relatively few employees
each year. With limited offerings, how can these efforts
effectively reach a wider audience?

Feedback as a Form of Listening
The power of listening has also been demonstrated,
for better or for worse, in the Safety Engagement
sessions undertaken in recent years. In these sessions,
participants could see for themselves the leaderfacilitator listening… or not listening; either way, the
experience was powerful. In these and other initiatives,
leadership has taken great efforts to make the field feel
heard. However, without tangible feedback, something
as simple as someone saying, “I hear you,” or a leader
taking visible action as a result of the conversation,
employees across the agency have inevitably questioned
whether their input during those sessions was valued or
not.
Participants also brought up the annual Federal
Employee Viewpoint surveys, and how many people
don’t even respond to the surveys because they don’t
believe the results will be used. In fact, the statement
that generally receives the lowest positive rating in
the Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey each year is “I
believe the results of this survey will be used to make
my agency a better place to work.” From 2016 to 2018,
the highest proportion of people who agreed with that
statement was just 26 percent.11,12,13
While the agency has done a lot in recent years to solicit
comments and opinions from its employees about work
environment and other issues, the lack of feedback on
what is being done with that information has made
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Pulse Check
Are You Listening?
Participants spoke of working
in settings where they often
felt unheard or unsupported.
During these conversations,
many questioned whether
they were providing the same
atmosphere for their own
employees, or if they were
fostering an environment that
builds trust.
As you think about your own
work environment, when was
the last time you turned these
questions back on yourself:
• Are my people bringing me
their problems?
• Do they trust that I care and
can help?
• Am I fostering an
environment where my
people feel safe to speak up?
If you don’t know the answer
to these questions, the only way
to know for sure is to ask your
people.
“The day soldiers stop bringing
you their problems is the day
you have stopped leading them.
They have either lost confidence
that you can help or concluded
you do not care. Either case is a
failure of leadership.”
—Colin Powell, “The Powell
Principles”
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employees feel unheard, as if the surveys and engagements were exercises in futility. Despite
this common sentiment, participants still saw national leadership as well-intended, caring
deeply, and trying to make needed changes; they just wish leadership was more transparent
about their followup efforts.
Ultimately, participants expressed a strong belief that more two-way communication, or as
one focus group participant put it, “artful dialogue,” is central to increasing trust. This could
come in many forms, including feedback, action response, or direct dialogue.

Who Has the Time?
Focus group participants acknowledged that trust-building communication requires
authenticity, and in the fire culture, authenticity is often risky as it calls for individuals to be
vulnerable. As Brené Brown suggests in her book “Dare to Lead,” communicating in a way
that builds trust and strengthens relationships requires courage and vulnerability.14 It may be
simple in theory but the practice is not always easy, and the transformative potential of this
kind of communication may not be realized overnight.
“If you read these stories and think, ‘who has the time?’ – I’d ask you to calculate the cost
of distrust and disconnection in terms of productivity, performance, and engagement.
Leaders must either invest a reasonable amount of time attending to the fears and
feelings, or squander an unreasonable amount of time trying to manage ineffective and
unproductive behavior.”
—Brené Brown, “Dare to Lead”
With limited time and increasing workloads,
effective communication has been
frequently sacrificed for efficient transfer
of information, often at great cost. The kind
of listening described above requires a
significant investment in time and energy.
But is that investment worth it?
Participants already support the investment,
believing that building trust through
listening will lead to fewer accidents,
injuries, and fatalities within the wildland
fire environment and across the agency.
If we as an agency want our people to feel
heard, to have trust in their leadership, and
to strengthen relationships, the answer to
the question above is clearly “yes.”
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A group of firefighters standing and listening to one
firefighter speaking on a wildland fire incident. National
Interagency Fire Center photo.
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Learning Challenge
Gather your work group, watch the linked video below, and discuss the topics outlined in
the questions. Encourage everyone to take this time to practice level 3 listening: listening
to understand with curiosity rather than listening to respond. When you notice yourself
formulating a response instead of listening deeply, prompt yourself to ask a clarifying
question instead.
Watch the video “10 ways to have a better conversation.”
Q Who do you see as good communicators in your work unit? What traits or skills make
them good communicators?
Q What communication practices are effective between the people you work with daily?
Is this different from the larger group you are part of?
Q What barriers to effective communication have you experienced or are you currently
experiencing in your work group?
Q What barriers to effective communication exist between levels of the organization?
Q How do any of the barriers you identified impact trust?
Q What tactics do you use to overcome the barriers you face?

Level 1 Listening
My focus is on how this
conversation affects me.

Level 2 Listening
My focus is on the other person,
what they are feeling and saying.

Level 3 Listening
My awareness is open to what’s
going on with us and what’s around
us.

Tell us about your experience participating in this challenge at this team learning link!
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