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Business Class Article Series
This article series chronicles the principles and techniques 
that readers can apply to transition safety and the safety 
profession closer to the core of what organizational leaders 
value. The foundational philosophy is that safety challenges 
stem from larger organizational issues. By understanding 
the core business values, OSH professionals can begin to work 
from the inside out to engage business leaders, rather than 
the typical outside-in approach to integrating safety with 
business. If leaders can tap into this information, they can use 
it to improve the organization as a whole, and move safety 
from a purely moral imperative to an indicator and facilitator 
of organizational health.

MANAGING SUCCESSFULLY
in Firefighting Mode
By Peter T. Susca

Last month’s article, “Transitioning Organizations From Outcome Reliance” (PS, May 2018), 
focused on moving organizations away from outcome management. A significant obstacle 
to this transition occurs when an organization is operating in reactive mode, in which 
significant outcomes (problems) receive the most attention, energy and resources. Peter T. Susca
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This behavior is commonly referred to as fire-
fighting. Fires are unwanted outcomes, commonly 
called problems, and firefighters are typically em-
ployees selected and valued for their problem-solving 
capacity. When organizations are in full-on reactive 
mode, employees at all levels become engaged in a 
perpetual firefight. This reactive vortex often draws in 
OSH staff who find themselves chasing problems too. 
In the OSH realm, this translates into chasing events 
that have resulted in harmful outcomes and, at best, 
near-hits. When a reactive dynamic is in play, it can 
be difficult to get leaders to truly respect and act on 
significant risk prior to outcomes. 

The key points of this article examine the charac-
teristics of reactive environments and methods nec-
essary to be successful as organizational firefighters 
and fire preventers:

•attributes and indicators of organizations and 
leaders in reactive mode;

•why outcomes should not be used to judge hazard 
severity;

•techniques to evolve from outcome chasing to risk 
management;

•steps to build local hazard knowledge and ownership;
•structuring organizations and groups to succeed 

at problem prevention and response.
Spending the vast majority of one’s work week 

chasing outcomes such as injuries, near-hits, oper-
ational problems, grievances, customer complaints 
and turn backs is often a symptom of an organization 
working in reactive mode. Anyone who has played 
whack-a-mole at a carnival has a feel for the imme-
diacy, excitement and pace of managing in reactive 
mode. While some find reactive mode exciting and 
focusing, others find it frustrating and debilitating. 
Indicators that an organization is working in reactive 
mode include: 

•Organizational metrics primarily measure outcomes.
•Short-term measurements of success forsake 

long-term value.
•Stoplight charts indicate green, yellow and red 

status but management only seems to care about red.
•Management comes to the work area only when 

there is a problem.
•Supervisors spend much more time with problem 

workers than stellar workers.
•Organizational recognition focuses on problem 

solvers.
•Decisions are made prioritizing problems rather 

than risk.
•Much time is spent chasing quality issues, union 

grievances and customer complaints.
•Temporary fixes are relied on as long-term solutions.
•There are never enough time and resources to do 

things right the first time.
•Box checking and pencil whipping are prevalent.
•Incident investigation and inspections are used as 

primary hazard recognition mechanisms.
•Training is seen as a sole or primary root cause.
•Employees are regularly blamed for safety events.
Although individually these indicators are not always 

immediate threats to the health of an organization, they 
can be as they mount up and perpetuate in the culture.

Leadership Under Fire
There is an extraordinary machine shop tucked 

away in the back of a large aerospace manufacturing 
facility that my team frequents. The shop employs 
some of the best machinists and toolmakers in the 
company, each with at least 30 years’ experience. 
They routinely craft miracles with milling machines 
and drill presses. Given all of this, the truly extraordi-
nary aspect of this shop is its leader.

When the company’s product does not work right 
based on design, manufacturing and environmental 
issues, the machinists and toolmakers are called to 
save the day. These calls originate from the customers 
who trust the reliability of their products to pro-
tect public safety and their image. The immediate 
concerns of customers get channeled to high-level 
leaders in the organization who ultimately call the 
supervisor of the shop demanding that their parts be 
expedited. Senior managers who are responsible for 
customer satisfaction regularly call this manager in a 
panic demanding that their parts be expedited. These 
conversations happen at all hours of the day and on 
weekends, and are typically not enjoyable. 

When walking around the shop, it is apparent 
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that workers have a calm, purposeful demeanor; 
clearly, none of this reactive panic and emotion gets 
funneled to the floor. This is because the shop man-
ager does not allow that to happen. His leadership 
under fire is exemplary. A lesser leader would carry 
these fires and their anxiety down to the shop floor, 
placing workers in full-on reactive mode. Many 
people do not function well in tense and demanding 
situations. These environments foster poor deci-
sions, which ultimately lead to excessive risk and 
unwanted outcomes. Although courageous leader-
ship and discipline under fire is valuable, expecting 
leaders and workers to be courageous to survive 
every day is not. 

What Is Your Canary? 
I have often heard leaders say, “Our people do not 

see hazards anymore.” Many times this is caused by 
the perception that a hazard is not a problem until 
it hurts someone. When hazard severity perception 
is tied to outcomes, a hazard that has not caused 
harm in a long time is no longer seen as a problem. 
To evaluate an organization’s perspective of hazard 
severity (the potential or latent capacity for harm) we 
use the severity perception exercise outlined in the 
“Severity Perception Exercise” sidebar. The results of 
the exercise should illuminate to the audience wheth-
er severity is organizationally perceived by potential 
for harm or actual harm. Organizations that respond 
more readily to actual or near harm (near-hits) than 
risk, tend to be more reactive. 

In the early days of coal mining, canaries were 
used in mines as a sentinel of carbon monoxide, 
since it was otherwise difficult to detect the gas prior 
to overexposure. The canary was chosen based on 
its ability to process air when it inhales and exhales, 
thereby sampling the environment on a continual 
basis. Using the risky job of the canary as an analogy, 
we often ask management groups, “What is your or-
ganization’s safety canary?” Essentially, how does the 
organization predict harm to workers? Organizations 
that are proactive speak of risk assessment, risk mea-
surement and reduction processes. While those that 
are more reactive tend to talk about learning from 
outcomes (e.g., incidents, nonconformity investiga-
tions, causal analysis). When leaders are in reactive 
mode, we ask the question again, “What is your safe-
ty canary?” Although difficult to admit, the answer is 
“Our workers.” 

After applying the severity perception exercise and 
the canary analogy, the leadership team should be 
poised to change its behavior. This is just like the start 
of a 12-step program; we have had leaders stand up 
and say, “My name is Jane Doe, and I’m an outcome 
chaser.” To move an organization forward from a 
clear safety value, it is best to start with the basics: 
the identification and clarification of hazards, not 
risk. Hazard recognition and agreement should be 
simple and universal; getting right to the heart of the 
concern that people no longer see hazards. Again, do 
not get tangled up in a discussion of risk factors such 
as frequency of occurrence or exposure, probability 

of the event and effectiveness of the con-
trol. Stay laser focused on just the hazards. 
Here are some steps to get this started in 
your organization.

•Pull a representative group together. 
The OSH staff should act as the crutch for 
this group, not the legs. The workers must 
drive this process.

•Define hazards and their severity in 
simple terms with real-world examples. 

•Provide a severity scale that goes from 
negligible to catastrophic harm potential.

•Create buy-in and agreement first on 
the highest severity hazards (those with 
fatality or serious injury potential). Main-
tain a reasonable and consistent approach. 
Everyone should agree on the attributes of 
these hazards before moving forward. 

•Use existing data from your hazard/
risk identification processes and meet with 
workers to create a ranked list of the high-
est severity hazards.

•Correlate these hazards to operational 
processes and work areas.

•Have each work area/group take owner-
ship of its hazards and work to eliminate or 
reduce them though process improvement. 
Seek out organizational value such as efficien-
cy, cost reduction and quality improvement.

•The hazards that remain must be 
appropriately controlled and diligently 

SEVERITY PERCEPTION EXERCISE

Use this exercise to evaluate your organization’s perception of 
risk versus outcomes. Do injuries or near-hits change the per-
ception of a hazard’s severity in your organization?

Draw, describe or act out a situation in which a rock is po-
sitioned on the edge of a cliff. Tell participants that the rock 
is the same in each of the five scenarios (e.g., same place, size, 
position and height) while you describe your location relative 
to the rock as follows:

1) Rock on the edge of a cliff. No one is exposed. 
2) Rock on the edge of a cliff. You walk underneath. 
3) Rock on the edge of a cliff falls 3 ft from you. You are not 

injured. 
4) Rock on the edge of a cliff falls and hits your arm and 

hand. You suffer broken bones. 
5) Rock on the edge of a cliff falls and hits your head. You die.
Ask these questions: 
1) Which situation represents the highest hazard severity? 

An optional question is asking participants to rank the hazard 
severity in each scenario.

2) Which scenario is typically a priority in the organization? 
Does the organization act (e.g., stop work, change controls, pro-
vide financial resources) differently in each of these situations?

3) Which situations would be considered near-hits in our 
organization?

4) Are we waiting for events (serious ones) in order to appre-
ciate high-severity hazards?
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watched by workers in the area/group. 
Workers must be owners of and experts in 
their hazards.

•The status of these hazards and their 
controls should be discussed and verified 
regularly by area workers. Diligence must 
be maintained by workers to prevent new 
hazards from entering the area.

•Once this is in place, move to the next 
lower level of severity and repeat the steps.

Managing Fires Like a Pro
The term firefighting was coined in the 

business world many years ago. Having 
spent many years as a leader in the fire 
service and in the business world, I find 
it valuable to compare the business term 
to the literal one. Aside from sharing 
the thread of problem solving, organiza-
tional firefighters and actual firefighters 
have little in common. Fire departments 
prevent and fight fires in a different way 
than most organizations. Organizations, 
especially those that spend a lot of time 
in reactive mode, can learn a lot from the 
structure and operational deployment of 
the fire service.

The fire service is made up of two 
distinct groups: fire prevention and fire 
suppression. The prevention group (e.g., 
fire marshals, inspectors) focuses full time 
on the prevention of fires and their harm 
through code development, engineered 
controls, communication, inspections, 
enforcement and education of the public, 
and the investigation/causal analysis of 
fires. The actions of this group save an 
immeasurable number of lives, including 
those of firefighters. Just like in the OSH 
profession, their successes are less easily 
seen and measured than those of the 
suppression group. Fire preventers are the 
unsung heroes of the organization.

The suppression group (firefighters) 
responds to fires and other emergencies 
for the purpose of minimizing harm. Fol-
lowing from the emergency call, they act 
in a manner that reduces harm to people, 
property and the community. Although 
the suppression group’s response is reac-
tive to the event, fire departments operate 
in an organized, practiced and disciplined 
manner. They do not just fight fires, they 
organize chaos. Our friend the machine 
shop manager is a fire chief. Response 
strategy, plans and tactics supported by 
training and scenario practice are drilled 
in advance of most emergency situations. 
As a result of this, much of the emergency 
management happens before the event. 
This preparation improves their opera-
tional effectiveness and safety.

When the fire department is called, 
the first arriving fire companies size up 
the situation and determine the required 
resources and a plan of action. If they are 
under-resourced, they call for a second or 
third alarm, which may summon firefight-
ers from surrounding communities. Even 
when they are overwhelmed, they do not 
call the fire prevention staff to help fight 
the fire. This allows the fire prevention 
team to focus full time on fire prevention 
and investigation responsibilities. In the 
business world, when the bell is rung for 
a fire it’s typically all hands on deck, often 
leaving no one to prevent the next fire.

What can OSH and other organization-
al departments learn from the fire service 
approach? 

1) Organize your staff and their time 
with proactive and reactive responsi-
bilities. No fire department or firefighter 
can fight fires continually and be effective. 
This also applies to organizational staff. 
Do the OSH staff in your organization 
spend most of their week in fire preven-
tion mode or in fire suppression mode? 
How effective are they in these roles? If 
an OSH management system is in place, 
the elements that are preventive versus 
reactive should be used to calibrate staff 
roles. Leaders must ensure that diligence 
and accountability are maintained around 
these roles. There must be defined cross-
talk to ensure that the organization is 
learning how to prevent fires as a team 
and taking the time to do so. 

2) Respect and measure prevention 
with greater organizational precedence. 
Reward effective preventive work with 
greater priority than firefighting. This, 
of course, requires the organization to 
change the way it measures and rewards 
success at all levels. Often, organizational 
problem-solving heroes take shortcuts or 
are wasteful in their attempts to rescue 
the company. When an organization 
sees firefighters as its main heroes, this 
perpetuates more firefighters (and fires). 
Sometimes this reactive dynamic creates 
organizational arson which is defined 
by the reactive actions of people (pur-
poseful and unintended) that facilitate 
the creation of new problems. Examples 
are poor decisions, such as conducting 
training with no chance of being effec-
tive just to show that it was completed 
or meeting profitability objectives by 
choosing not to perform required equip-
ment maintenance. Organizations should 
evaluate how problems are solved and 
only reward a well-balanced approach to 
problem-solving. 

3) Plan, prepare for and practice 
firefighting. If you cannot prevent the 
fire (problem), be good at firefighting. 
We witness many organizations that are 
involved in the same firefight on a regular 
basis (e.g., their suppliers consistently fail 
to ship on time), but still seem surprised 
and unprepared when it happens. A 
history of solving the problems does not 
mean an organization or an individual is 
good at firefighting or preventing prob-
lems. Being good at firefighting is being 
practiced, prepared and disciplined. Good 
firefighters are not surprised or panicked 
when fires occur. They do not put them-
selves, their staff or their company at 
unnecessary risk. Organizational firefight-
ers should be selected for their balanced 
problem-solving capacity, and should 
train and operate in a defined group. 
Sharing cross-functional experiences and 
techniques, and continually improving 
the organization’s firefighting capacity 
should be a value.

4) Tip the scales slowly toward preven-
tion. Shifting a group or organization from 
reactive to proactive mode is a significant 
culture-change initiative. It is a slow uphill 
climb with little or no backsliding allowed. 
Set a clear future state, get buy in on incre-
mental steps, create new standards of work 
and success measures, gain quick and easy 
wins, celebrate small successes and keep 
the momentum moving forward until the 
tipping point is reached. Once the tipping 
point is reached a preponderance of the new 
culture evidence should be apparent, such as 
spending more time on preventive activities.

Conclusion
Although a leader should take pride 

in his/her capacity to be an effective fire 
chief, no fire officer or firefighter should 
be called on by the organization to un-
necessarily risk his/her well-being or 
livelihood in the performance of their 
work. Organizational leaders must take 
control of reactive environments to pro-
vide a workplace that supports balanced 
decision making and sustains its cher-
ished values. Proficient fire departments 
and organizations have the basics down 
to a science. When it comes to safety that 
means effective hazard management on 
the frontline supported by robust lead-
ership. The content of this article should 
provide a strategy that organizations and 
functional groups (such as OSH) can use 
to build a more proactive culture that is 
also effective at fighting fires when they 
occasionally arise.  PSJ
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