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Chapter 7

“Sound the Alarm!”: 
Knowledge Management 
in Emergency and 
Disaster Preparedness

Introduction
During a time of crisis (such as national disasters, pandemics, and acts of terrorism), 
relevant information is usually not received by the individuals or group of individuals 
that need it the most. For instance, many times first responders are not able to respond 
quickly and effectively without the right information during a crisis situation. The lack 
of timely and correct information increases level of confusion, resulting in their 
ineffectiveness that may cause a loss of life.

Our current emergency broadcast systems are ineffective. This ineffectiveness is 
due to the lack of timely accurate and meaningful information delivered to the 
correct recipient during emergencies. This prevents first responders, key leadership, 
and the public from preparing for imminent danger, compromises the ability to 
make informed decisions, and enacts the proper emergency preparedness operations.

There is a problem delivering first responders the appropriate data, information, 
and knowledge in a timely manner to effectively execute during an emergency/
crisis event. So what are the contributing factors? The following table outlines 
the contributing factors related to the lack of available knowledge and the effect on 
what knowledge management (KM) would bring to first responders.
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A summary of contributing factors

# Contributing Factors Effect on Users

1 Current alert systems do not align 
with a cohesive strategy for 
preparedness, response, and 
recovery activities during an 
emergency/crisis event

Lack of planning and execution 
around preparedness, response, 
and recovery activities will lead to 
a lack of injured being treated in a 
timely manner and prolong 
timeline and cost associated with 
response and recovery

2 Many alert systems do not integrate 
with national, state, and local alert 
systems

Collaborative alert systems will 
enable pertinent and 
comprehensive alert information 
to be received down to the local 
level and enable local authorities 
to respond quickly to a crisis 
event preventing additional 
injuries and lose of life 

3 Current alert systems do not 
leverage information services such 
as weather, geospatial, and 
intelligence services

Alert systems that leverage services 
such as weather, geospatial, and 
intelligence services will potentially 
be able to provide information on 
impending emergency/crisis events 
that will lead to improved 
preparedness, response, and 
recover activities, contributing to 
saving lives and decreasing the 
amount of injured people

4 Many alerting systems do not 
enable two-way communication 
between all relevant emergency 
officials and first responders

Emergency officials and first 
responders are unable to make 
informed decisions concerning 
emergency preparations and 
responses

5 Current alerting systems do not 
enable two-way communication 
between emergency officials and 
the public

During emergencies affected 
individuals are unable to request 
and obtain immediate assistance

6 Current alerting systems require 
dedicated hardware, software, 
and interfaces to the 
telecommunication providers in 
order to send emergency messages

Alert volume and speeds are 
limited to the capacity of 
dedicated resources provided
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7 Ineffective information feeds to 
broadcast alerting systems 
(television and radio) delays the 
dissemination of critical 
information to the public

The public does not receive 
effective warnings during 
emergencies

8 Current alerting systems do not 
have the ability to provide 
targeted alerts by identifying an ad 
hoc geographical area

Segments of the public in a 
geographical area affected by a 
crisis do not receive critical 
warnings.

This chapter will focus on a first-responder KM strategy that will provide a 
holistic approach to leveraging knowledge and implementing technology in order 
to increase the effectiveness of first responders.

First-Responder KM Strategy
Creating a KM strategy presents a holistic approach to leveraging  knowledge and 
implementing technology to increase the effectiveness of first  responders  (see 
Figure 7.1). The KM strategy reflects several key aspects in delivering 
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Figure 7.1 First-responder knowledge management strategy process.
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knowledge throughout  an organization. The KM strategy suitable for execution 
by first  responders should align with the National Incident Management System 
(NIMS), which according to NIMS (2008, p. 3)) “provides a consistent nation-
wide template to enable federal, state, tribal, local governments, nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs), and the private sector to work together to prevent, protect 
against, respond to, recover from, and mitigate the effects of incidents, regardless 
of cause, size,  location, or   complexity.” The KM strategy for first responders will 
specifically address disaster preparedness, response, and recovery including the tech-
nology that must be leveraged to support this strategy.

In order for any technology initiative to be successful, it must address a need 
for the organization. The KM strategy will identify the knowledge needs of first 
responders and determine the communication needs between national, state, and 
local entities and their corresponding first-responder organizations (such as Fire, 
police, Emergency Medical Service [EMS], National Guard, and Coast Guard). 
Our preliminary research has determined that establishing a national alert system 
is a high-priority initiative for the Department of Homeland Security. This initial 
system will incorporate the knowledge needs identified in the KM strategy as well 
as technologies that will enable federal, state, and local governments to support first 
responders more effectively and efficiently.

Knowledge Shared, Captured, and Reused
In examining the types of knowledge that must be shared, captured, and available 
for reuse, Nonaka and Takeuchi (as cited by Haggie and Kingston, 2003) have 
 classified knowledge as either tacit or explicit, individual or collective, and have 
identified knowledge processes that transform knowledge from one form to another 
(i.e., socialization: tacit to tacit, externalization: tacit to explicit, combination: 
explicit to explicit, and internalization: explicit to tacit) see Figure 7.2.

In Figure 7.2, socialization refers to the sharing of individual tacit knowledge, and 
this can happen through collaborative methods such as meetings individuals and/
or groups, in person and/or online. Externalization refers to the exchange of tacit 
knowledge to explicit knowledge, which consists of codifying the tacit knowledge into 
stories (best practices, SOPs, and tips and techniques), graphically through designs, 
and/or through the implementation of software (i.e., expert systems or knowledge 
base systems). Internalization refers to learning by doing, taking in explicit knowl-
edge and creating new tacit knowledge. Combination refers to extracting explicit 
knowledge, combining it, and presenting it in a form to incorporate it into the 
organization. This can be in the form of a knowledge base, electronic library, and/or 
knowledge repository. Combination or explicit to explicit is used for transferring best 
practice knowledge (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995).

The Socialization, Externalization, Combination, and Internalization (SECI) 
model, as it is commonly referred to, provides the conversion process that transitions 
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individual knowledge into corporate or organizational knowledge. This knowledge 
is then leveraged to achieve organizational vision, strategic objectives, and perfor-
mance expectations (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). This model will serve as the basis 
to perform knowledge sharing within the first responders when they are deployed to 
a crisis/emergency event.

 In determining the components of a suitable KM strategy for first respond-
ers, a determination must be made on the way they serve their clients; the types of 
knowledge that must be shared, captured, and available for reuse; and should align 
with the strategic direction of the organization.

The analysis documented in this chapter indicates the way in which first 
responders serve their clients. Besides the factors influencing the selection of a KM 
strategy, as indicated by Haggie and Kingston, this information will also drive the 
formation of a KM strategy for first responders. First responders must have a KM 
strategy that supports the following:

 ◾ Quick and decisive decision making, collaborative communication, and situ-
ational analysis (Balogun et al., 2006)

 ◾ Acquiring EMS-specific knowledge (Coleman, 2007)
 ◾ Knowledge recognition, needs assessment and allocation, and feedback and 

evaluation (Lesson and Sobel, 2007)
 ◾ Expertise coordination practices (Faraj and Xiao, 2006)
 ◾ Command and control structure (Balogun et al., 2006)
 ◾ Learning and knowledge transfer (Balogun et al., 2006)

Tacit to tacit Tacit to explicit

Explicit to tacit

Learn by doing Build knowledge base/repositories

Combination

Explicit to explicit

Knowledge capture

ExternalizationSocialization

Internalization

Collaboration: Knowledge sharing Nonaka and
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Figure 7.2 Nonaka and Takeuchi’s knowledge matrix.
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Quick and Decisive Decision Making

To support quick and decisive decision making, collaborative communication, 
and situational analysis, there has to be an incident command structure that 
disseminates integrated information and knowledge by using real-time commu-
nications (National Incident Management System, 2008). During an emergency, 
firefighters are operating in an atmosphere of panic fear and confusion (Balogun 
et al., 2006) as well as being under pressure to absorb information rapidly, and 
judge its meaning, relevance, and reliability (Carver and Turoff, 2007). This 
information and knowledge of the crisis event is being passed along from indi-
vidual to individual, team to team, and agency to agency. As this communication 
escalates, there is a need to incorporate technology to facilitate the rapid flow of 
information and knowledge that will enable quick and decisive decision making 
and situational analysis.

The KM strategy for first responders will facilitate quick and decisive  decision 
making through the implementation of an incident command  structure and will 
be further supported by integrating the NIMS protocols, procedures, and poli-
cies as indicated by the communications and information management, and 
the  command and management components of NIMS. The communications 
and  information management component will provide common communica-
tions planning and process standardization, whereas the command and manage-
ment  component will provide incident command; multiagency coordination; 
and public information protocols, procedures, and policies in support of the 
KM strategy.

Acquiring EMS Knowledge

EMSs has emerged as an important part of what services Fire Departments and 
first responders provide to the public. As Fire Departments evolve to include EMS.
EMS personnel are being hired within Fire Departments, and these personnel have 
to be trained on how to deliver firefighting tasks, which include confining and 
extinguishing fires, forcible entry, search and rescue, ventilation, salvage and over-
haul, and aerial ladder execution (Baker, 2008). This emergence has also increased 
the need for traditional first responders to acquire EMS knowledge, which includes 
basic to advance life support. In order to facilitate the acquisition of the appro-
priate knowledge for all firefighter personnel, a plan for cross-training within the 
Fire Department to efficiently and effectively deliver its services should be included 
within the KM strategy. The establishment of knowledge transfer activities is 
supported by the NIMS preparedness component, which includes protocols for 
planning, training and exercises, personnel qualifications, and licensure and certifi-
cation, including equipment certification (National Incident Management System, 
2008).
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Knowledge Recognition, Needs Assessment 
and Allocation Feedback, and Evaluation

First responders are operating under pressure as well as in an atmosphere of panic 
fear and confusion. During an emergency event, the firefighter first responder has to 
know details about the event as it is happening, what is needed to address the event, 
who needs specific information and knowledge, and what action(s) have to be taken. 
This course of action happens in a continuous cycle and is supported by the details 
within the human computer interface section of the emergency management pro-
cess. In addition, the NIMS protocols, procedures, and policies as indicated by the 
communications and information management, and the command and management 
components support the knowledge recognition, needs assessment and allocation 
feedback, and evaluation mechanisms needed in a KM strategy for first responders.

Expertise Coordination Practices

During an emergency event, knowledge is being exchanged in a rapid nature. 
Expertise coordination will establish the process to enable the management of this 
knowledge and skill interdependencies. Expertise coordination practices (ECP) as 
part of the Fire Department KM strategy for its first responders will support knowl-
edge sharing and expertise vetting during emergency events (Faraj and Xiao, 2006).

The ECP protocols supported by the KM strategy as identified by Faraj and 
Xiao will be as follows:

 ◾ Protocols to streamline work and reduce process uncertainty
 ◾ Plug-n-play teaming arrangements, which allow for flexibility of personnel
 ◾ Communities of Practice (CoP) for operational responsibility and training
 ◾ Knowledge externalization to increase knowledge sharing

Expertise coordination activities are supported by the NIMS’s resource management 
component, which includes protocols, procedures, and policies to support the 
facilitation and coordination of resources throughout every phase of the emergency 
event (National Incident Management System, 2008). It also addresses the coor-
dination of knowledge among individuals, teams, and agencies.

Command and Control Structure

Command and control address the management of information and knowledge at the 
tactical level (Balogun et al., 2006). At the tactical level, the KM strategy will address 
functional (tacit) knowledge at the operation level, which includes task planning 
(what tasks to do, when to do, and how to execute the task) (Coleman, 2007), event 
monitoring (monitoring the actions taken and executed during an emergency event) 
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(Coleman, 2007), understanding the time and place of emergency events, location 
and nature of the emergency event, reasoning about the cause and effect of the inci-
dent, and lessons learned (Balogun et  al., 2006). Command and control has been 
identified as an integral part of any KM system (Balogun et al., 2006), and the Fire 
Department KM strategy for first responders should establish the protocols, processes, 
and procedures to address command and control. The KM strategy should specifi-
cally establish protocols, processes, and procedures for planning, monitoring, and 
learning; distributed knowledge framework to support teams; and support critical 
decision making (Balogun et  al., 2006). The establishment command and control 
activities are supported by the NIMS’s command and management component, 
which includes protocols to support incident command, multiagency coordination, 
and public information (National Incident Management System, 2008).

Learning and Knowledge Transfer

Because information and knowledge of the crisis event is being passed along from 
individual to individual, team to team, and agency to agency, there is a need to 
incorporate policies, procedures, and protocols to facilitate an atmosphere of learning 
and knowledge transfer. The learning and knowledge transfer must not only take place 
between the various factions during an emergency but also between the firefighter 
personnel, traditional firefighters, and EMS personnel. The management and transfer 
of knowledge as identified by Burstein et al. facilitates organizational learning, instills a 
culture of learning that contribute to creativity, and the transfer and reuse of knowledge 
contributes to increasing overall organizational knowledge (Burstein et  al., 2004).
They state that organizational learning is the “capacity or process within an organiza-
tion to maintain or improve performance based on experience” (Burstein et al., 2004, 
p. 318). Learning and knowledge transfer will be a key ingredient in the KM strategy 
for Fire Departments and for the first responders they deploy on emergency events.

Types of KM Strategies
Three types of KM strategies, namely Codification (Technological) (Haggie and 
Kingston, 2003; Nicolas, 2004; Smith, 2004), Personalization (Nicolas, 2004; 
Smith, 2004), and Socialization (Nicolas, 2004), as identified in the  literature, 
will be examined further to ascertain the best-suited KM strategy for first responders.

Codification (Technological) KM Strategy

A Codification or Technological KM strategy focuses on collecting tacit and explicit 
knowledge, storing it in a knowledge repository, knowledge base, and/or electronic 
library, and providing it in an explicit codified form (Haggie and Kingston, 2003; 
Nicolas, 2004; Smith, 2004). This strategy is designed to transition individual 
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knowledge to organizational knowledge. This type of KM strategy is supported by 
individuals making their tacit knowledge explicit in order for it to be transferred and 
codified. Furthermore, this strategy is associated with the externalization aspects of 
Nonaka and Takeuchi’s SECI model to transition knowledge from tacit to explicit 
and also includes Nonaka and Takeuchi’s combination aspects of the SECI model to 
transition the explicit knowledge into an electronic format (as mentioned earlier), 
which can be accessed and reused by anyone in the organization.

Personalization KM Strategy

A Personalization KM strategy uses technology to assist in the process of people 
communicating sharing their knowledge (Nicolas, 2004; Smith, 2004). This type 
of KM strategy manages knowledge that is tied to or associated with a person and is 
commonly shared directly via person-to-person contact (Smith, 2004). In addition, 
this KM strategy facilitates and manages knowledge that is centered on learning 
through shared experience (Nicolas, 2004). The technology leveraged in this strat-
egy consist of CoP, Web 2.0 technologies (i.e., Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn), 
and other knowledge networks and discussion boards, with the objective to trans-
fer, communicate, and exchange knowledge (Nicolas, 2004; Smith, 2004). This 
strategy is associated with the socialization aspects of Nonaka and Takeuchi’s SECI 
model, which details tacit-to-tacit knowledge exchange.

Socialization KM Strategy

A Socialization KM strategy combines both the Codification or Technological 
KM strategy and the Personalization KM strategy (Nicolas, 2004). This strat-
egy manages knowledge generated by individuals and groups. Nicolas states that 
these groups inhabit the same knowledge space and interact through relationships 
both individual and within and between groups (Nicolas, 2004). This strategy is 
designed to exchange and pool knowledge (Nicolas, 2004). In combining both the 
Codification and the Personalization KM strategies, the Socialization KM strategy 
combines the externalization aspects of Nonaka and Takeuchi’s SECI model to 
transition knowledge from tacit to explicit; the combination aspects of the SECI 
model to transition explicit to explicit forms of knowledge for electronic storage 
and reuse; and the socialization aspects of Nonaka and Takeuchi’s SECI model, to 
facilitate individual and group tacit to tacit knowledge exchange.

Factors Influencing the Selection of a KM Strategy
Having an understanding of the essential aspects of an effective KM strategy for 
first responders will serve as the building blocks in creating a KM strategy tem-
plate. However, an examination of the factors that may influence these aspects is 
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warranted. These factors could determine what will and will not be included in the 
final KM strategy.

A KM strategy for firefighter first-responder organizations as indicated by 
Haggie and Kingston can be influenced by several factors, such as current/planned 
KM strategy, business sector characteristics, strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 
and threats (SWOT), value focus, organizational structure, organizational culture, 
and nature of knowledge (see Table 7.1) (Haggie and Kingston, 2003).

Based on the factors influencing the selection of a KM strategy, Haggie and 
Kingston recommend performing the following activities to identify the appropriate 
KM strategy and initiatives

identifying the business drivers for your organization, performing an 
organizational Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats 
(SWOT) analysis to clearly identify the product and/or service, identify 
the primary organizational value to its market, use findings to identify 
primary KM area(s) to consider, identify knowledge intensive activities, 
prioritize and make an assessment of the high priority activities to be 
addressed by the KM strategy, and perform feasibility checks on the 
proposed KM approach. (Haggie and Kingston, 2003, p. 18)

These influencers will be examined when developing a KM strategy template to be 
adopted by the Fire Department for first responders.

Table 7.1 Factors Influencing the Selection of a KM Strategy

Factor Examples

Current/planned knowledge 
management strategy

Goals, desired applications, technology 
capabilities, and analytic/synthetic approach

Business sector 
characteristics

Highly regulated, innovative, risk factors, 
competitiveness, globalization, etc.

Strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities, and threats 
(SWOT)

Reputation, leading product, changing 
regulations, acquisitions and mergers, 
globalization, etc.

Value focus Operational excellence, product leadership, or 
customer intimacy

Organizational structure Hierarchical and loose

Organizational culture Team spirit, individualistic, sharing, and learning

Nature of knowledge Explicit, implicit, or tacit; task type: symbolic/
numeric/geometric/perceptual

Source: Adapted from Haggie and Kingston (2003).
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Aligning the KM Strategy with the Business Strategy
Knowledge is viewed as the most valuable resource by an organization. Because 
of the importance of knowledge to the organization, it is viewed as making a dif-
ference in organizational performance. It is my experience more often than not 
knowledge is poorly managed and that in order to capture the benefits of managing 
knowledge, an organizational KM strategy is necessary. It is also my experience that 
a KM strategy must align with the organization’s business strategy to be effective. 
In order to align the firefighter first-responder KM strategy with the overall Fire 
Department business strategy and examination of how to align both strategies must 
take place.

To understand how to align the KM strategy with the business strategy, Ekionea 
and Swain have identified three types of business strategies: defender, prospector, 
and analyzer (Ekionea and Swain, 2008). The defender business strategy does not 
seek new opportunities beyond its competence, seldom carries out major adjust-
ments in business structure or technology, is the most stable of the three business 
strategies, offers high quality products, provides service at an low price, and retains 
customers by improving business processes (Ekionea and Swain, 2008). The pros-
pector business strategy prefers to research without interruption looking for new 
products or market opportunities, serves as change agents, invests in innovation 
through R&D, and seeks flexible technology options (Ekionea and Swain, 2008). 
The analyzer business strategy shares characteristics of the both the defender and 
prospector business strategies as well as seeks to reduce risks, maximize opportuni-
ties for growth and change while improving business performance (Ekionea and 
Swain, 2008).

In addition, Ekionea and Swain (2008) have identified three types of KM 
strategy focus areas of efficiency (improving business efficiency), flexibility (sup-
porting flexibility in business opportunities), and comprehensive (supporting both 
efficiency and flexibility). The characteristics of their KM strategy focus areas align 
with Haggie and Kingston, Nicolas, and Smith’s KM strategies of Codification, 
Personalization, and Socialization. Codification aligns with the efficiency focus 
area through the influence of technology to capture knowledge and improve the 
efficiency of decision making. Personalization aligns with the flexibility focus area 
supporting inter-organizational capabilities and processes. Socialization aligns with 
the comprehensive focus area through its combination of both KM strategies and 
focus areas. Given this alignment, we can extrapolate the KM strategy and busi-
ness strategy alignment based on Ekionea and Swain’s analysis to be Codification/
Efficiency KM strategy aligning knowledge activities with the defender business 
strategy to improve business processes; Personalization/Flexibility KM strategy 
aligning knowledge activities with the prospector business strategy to achieve new 
business opportunities; and Socialization/Comprehensive KM strategy aligning 
knowledge activities with the analyzer business strategy to reduce business risk and 
maximize business growth.
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Firefighter First-Responder KM Strategy
The key areas stated earlier that an effective firefighter first-responder KM strategy 
must include quick and decisive decision making, collaborative communication, and 
situational analysis, acquiring EMS-specific knowledge, being able to quickly act to 
change, perform task planning, event monitoring, distribute knowledge, perform 
knowledge recognition, needs assessment and allocation, feedback and evaluation, 
ECP, command and control, and learning and knowledge transfer. The adoption of 
NIMS policies, procedures, and protocols can be adopted to support and guide the 
execution of the KM strategy. Leveraging the NIMS protocols within the KM strat-
egy would provide the basis for all firefighter first-responder organizations to adopt 
a common KM strategy template.

The KM strategy components that correspond to the key areas of an effective 
firefighter first-responder KM strategy include incident command structure, knowl-
edge acquisition, knowledge transfer, knowledge recognition, needs assessment and 
Allocation, KM feedback and evaluation, ECP, and command and control structure. 
The incident command structure will leverage the policies, procedures, and protocols 
established by the NIMS’s communications and information management as well as 
the command and management components. These protocols will facilitate quick 
and decisive decision making, collaborative communication, and situational analysis 
identified as key areas for the firefighter first-responder KM strategy. The knowledge 
acquisition and knowledge transfer (see section on Knowledge Transfer Planning for 
further details) areas of the KM strategy will address the need to acquire EMS-specific 
knowledge and provide cross-training between EMS and standard firefighting per-
sonnel. This area of the KM strategy will leverage the NIMS policy, procedures, and 
protocols identified in the preparedness component. Knowledge recognition, needs 
assessment, and allocation will incorporate the design and execution of a knowledge 
audit (KA) (see section on Knowledge Audit for further details). This area of the KM 
strategy will leverage the NIMS policy, procedures, and protocols identified in the 
communication and information management component.

The KM feedback and evaluation area of the KM strategy will incorporate the 
delivery and execution of an after action review (AAR); see Appendix B, and the 
section on AARs for further details. This area of the KM strategy will leverage the 
NIMS policy, procedures, and protocols identified in the command and manage-
ment component. The ECP area of the KM strategy will address the need to manage 
knowledge and skill interdependencies and support knowledge sharing of personnel 
that are deployed to an emergency/crisis event. This area of the KM strategy will 
leverage the NIMS policy, procedures, and protocols identified in the resource man-
agement component. The command and control structure area of the KM strategy is 
addressing the management of information and knowledge at the tactical level. This 
includes task planning, event monitoring, time/place of emergency events, nature of 
the event, cause and effect of the incident, and lessons learned. This area of the KM 
strategy is also supported by the NIMS policy, procedures, and protocols identified 
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in the command and management component, in addition to the execution of 
AARs to capture lessons learned.

Knowledge Transfer Planning
Knowledge transfer planning facilitates an organization’s capability to  encourage 
and allow learning to occur. Essentially, knowledge transfer is a culture-based 
process by which adaptive organizational knowledge that lies in people’s heads 
is exchanged with others. Formal knowledge transfer is another basic process by 
which documents, data, or other types of resources is captured and stored in 
formats and media that allows for retrieval by others when needed. The objective 
of a knowledge transfer is to detail the methods, tools, and activities involved in 
successfully imparting knowledge to the workers of the enterprise.

To foster an atmosphere of knowledge sharing and knowledge transfer within 
an organization, the process of knowledge transfer should include the following:

 ◾ Identifying the key knowledge holders within the organization
 ◾ Creating an environment that motivates people to share
 ◾ Designing a sharing mechanism to facilitate the transfer
 ◾ Executing the knowledge transfer plan
 ◾ Measuring to ensure the transfer of knowledge
 ◾ Applying the knowledge transferred

Knowledge Audit
A is usually conducted as a precursor to introducing a KM strategy (Crilly et al., 2005). 
The KA typically has three components: an examination of the sources of data, infor-
mation, and knowledge that are available, how they are used, and what are the gaps 
that exist, if any (Crilly et al., 2005). A complete KA will examine the key knowledge 
holders and existing knowledge systems, and determine how they support the functions 
and needs of the organization. The KA will examine the knowledge gaps and determine 
whether the intellectual capital exist currently in the organization to fill the gap or if 
new knowledge has to be acquired (Crilly et al., 2005).

Action Plan—After Action Reviews
In order to determine the success of initial KM initiatives, it is important to con-
duct reviews after the completion of each initiative. The use of AAR is an excellent 
tool to accomplish this. An AAR is a facilitated session conducted with a team 
or group after completion of a KM initiative (United States Agency International 
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Development [USAID], 2006). The objective of an AAR is to capture the new 
knowledge gained from the execution of the initiative and to have it become part of 
the corporate knowledge culture. Specifically, AARs

 ◾ Make learning conscious and explicit.
 ◾ Identify valuable lessons that may be helpful to future teams.
 ◾ Enhance team openness and cooperation.
 ◾ Allow closure at the end of an initiative.

The steps involved in completing/conducting an AAR are described below. This 
information is summarized from the USAID After-Action Review Technical Guide.

 1. Assemble participants as soon as practicable after the event(s).
 2. Establish rules and explain objectives.
 3. Summarize events as they were planned to occur, with work and time  estimates, 

as appropriate.
 4. Elicit discussion on how the events actually took place. Strategies to make 

this happen include the following:
– Identify mistakes, but don’t assign blame. The focus should be on the 

actions, not on the actors.
– Articulate assumptions (the explicit statement of previously overlooked 

assumptions often leads to better solutions).
– Address objective and subjective dimensions of the events (discussion 

subjects, including attitudes, expectations, fatigue, and stress, may help 
to explain outcomes in addition to more objective information).

 5. Record results. List the associates who participated, what learning was 
achieved, what changes are planned, and what practices will be strengthened 
(some of the observations of the AAR will need to be shared with higher and 
lower levels of the organization).

 6. Establish the expectation of AARs as a regular, reoccurring feature of your 
organization’s operations. They should not be considered a sign of failure 
(as a group activity, the AAR can promote group cohesiveness and identity. 
Through repetition, it makes individuals more reflective practitioners).

 7. The following AAR pitfalls must be avoided:
– Allowing performance critiques
– Lecturing
– Overanalyzing minutiae
– Griping, complaining, and general negativity
– Allowing stronger personalities to dominate the review, keeping others 

from participating

The AAR discussion is a process of discovery, as all team members share their per-
spectives on what happened and why. The shared observations of the newest interns 
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through the senior-most associates are essential to piece together how and why 
some objectives were met and others were not (United States Agency International 
Development [USAID], 2006).

Additional KM Strategy Template Elements
In addition, the KM strategy will include an executive summary, KM mission 
 statement, KM vision, KM roles and responsibilities, initial KM initiatives, 
dependencies, and ongoing KM support. The KM mission statement encapsu-
lates the KM mission of the organization and sets the definition of knowledge 
and KM for the organization to follow. The KM vision is specific to the orga-
nization choosing to implement a KM strategy. The KM vision will provide a 
roadmap for integrating the KM strategy with the strategy of the organization 
(Bohmann et  al., 2007). The  firefighter first-responder KM strategy template 
(see Appendix B) is one that can be leveraged by firefighter first-responder orga-
nizations to develop a KM strategy. This template represents the results of the 
research completed in this section.

Conclusion
Knowledge is an organization’s most valuable resource. Although people, process, 
and technology can give an organization a competitive edge, the improper man-
agement of that knowledge to build, organize, and leverage its people, process, and 
technology will be to the detriment of that organization (Smith, 2004).

Constructing a KM strategy for the Fire Department and the first responders 
they deploy must be consistent from station to station, whether the station serves 
urban or rural areas, and the demographics of the community in which it serves. The 
KM strategy must contain elements of, codification, personalization and socializa-
tion. Based on this research and understanding the complexities of the KM strategy 
for Fire Department first responders, a KM strategy that incorporates the key areas 
of quick and decisive decision making, collaborative communication, and situational 
analysis, acquiring EMS-specific knowledge, being able to quickly act to change, 
perform task planning, event monitoring, distribute knowledge, perform knowledge 
recognition, needs assessment and allocation, feedback and evaluation, ECP, com-
mand and control, and learning and knowledge transfer; understanding the types of 
knowledge that must be captured; and the associated NIMS policies, procedures, and 
protocols will be successful.

In addition, the research that contributed to this chapter has uncovered that the 
KM strategy must align with the business strategy of the organization. Although 
the focus of this research is on developing and delivering a KM strategy for Fire 
Departments and the first responders they deploy, an in-depth study of the business 
strategies deployed by Fire Departments are warranted.
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Furthermore, the alignment of those business strategies with Fire Department 
KM strategies will facilitate the process of institutionalizing KM, thereby mak-
ing it a part of the culture of the Fire Department and the first responders they 
deploy. This alignment will also provide insight on the methods, technologies, poli-
cies, procedures, and protocols that should be used to provide a holistic strategic 
approach that will bring for the people who deliver services to the various com-
munities, the Fire Department as a business to improve its overall operations 
and increase business value to its communities, and the people of the communities 
who depend on a timely, efficient, and effective service to be delivered by the Fire 
Department no matter where they live or the situation that may arise.

Key Learnings
The following are some key learnings from this chapter:

 ◾ A way to mitigate the contributing factors related to the lack of available 
knowledge during an emergency or crisis situation must be taken into 
consideration when developing a KM strategy for first responders.

 ◾ All first-responder agencies must implement and operationalize a compre-
hensive KM strategy in order to deliver the right knowledge to the right 
people and in the right way.

 ◾ Leveraging the SECI model will provide the basis for sharing knowledge 
during an emergency/crisis situation.

 ◾ When developing a KM strategy for first responders, consider the factors that 
influence the selection of a KM strategy as depicted in Table 7.1 (Haggie and 
Kingston, 2003).

Tips and Techniques
The following are some of the tips and techniques deduced after reading this chapter:

 ◾ As communication escalates during an emergency/crisis, technology must be 
incorporated to facilitate the rapid flow of information and knowledge that 
will enable quick and decisive decision making and situational analysis.

 ◾ It is extremely important to conduct AARs upon the conclusion (or periods 
during) and during the execution of KM initiatives. The learning gained 
from these AARs must be reviewed and taken into consideration when other 
KM initiatives are launched to ensure success.

 ◾ In order to increase the adoption rate and socialize the KM strategy for first-
responder organizations and the systems that are deployed, examine the 
information presented in Chapter 17.




