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SOPs: The Fire Service Operator's 
Manual 
 
Introduction 
 
Imagine a situation where adjacent communities decide to combine fire fighting operations. The 
members of the new consolidated department know the geographic area and local hazards. They all 
are well trained, with years of experience on the job. Cost savings have allowed the new department 
to upgrade facilities and provide better equipment. The result should be an immediate improvement in 
service quality and efficiency, right? 
 
Unfortunately, the opposite may be true in situations like this. That's because each of the predecessor 
fire departments had its own unique way of doing things-policies, traditions, plans, methods, etc. 
Even some of the legal authorities under which they operated were different. As a result, combining 
organizational systems and personnel leads to miscommunication, conflict, and problems on the fire 
ground. 
 
These problems may have been avoided if the new organization had implemented written guidelines 
that defined precisely how operations were to be conducted. These guidelines, often called standard 
operating procedures or SOPs, clearly spell out what is expected and required of personnel during 
emergency response and non-emergency activities. They provide a mechanism to communicate legal 
and administrative requirements, organizational policies, and strategic plans to the members. In short, 
they get everybody "reading from the same sheet of music." * 
 
This program is intended to help fire service organizations 
develop and implement effective SOPs. The material is 
designed for use by managers and supervisors in all types 
and sizes of fire departments. Community officials, 
employee representatives, individual firefighters, and others 
with an interest in enhancing fire service operations and 
administration can also benefit from this information. 
 
 
 
 
________________________________________ 
* Terminology may vary. See box on next page. 
 

Chapter 
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SOPs vs. SOGs 
 
An issue sometimes arises within fire service organizations about whether to use the terminology 
"standard operating procedures" (SOPs) or "standard operating guidelines" (SOGs). Some experts 
feel that the term "procedures" implies relatively inflexible task steps or instructions, while 
"guidelines" implies more discretion in performing the job. Since emergency incidents are 
unpredictable and flexibility is essential, these experts advise fire departments to develop SOGs, 
thereby reducing the need to identify exceptions, and perhaps even limiting liability due to actions 
by personnel. Other experts believe the opposite is true: the term "guidelines" implies too much 
flexibility and discretion, thus reducing control and increasing the likelihood of mistakes. 
 
A review of related legal proceedings indicates that terminology is less important than content and 
implementation of SOPs/SOGs. Courts tend to assess liability based on factors such as: 

 
• Systems in place to develop and maintain SOPs/SOGs 

• Compatibility with regulatory requirements and national standards 
• Consideration of unique departmental needs 

• Adequacy of training and demonstration of competence 

• Procedures used to monitor performance and ensure compliance 

 
For convenience, the traditional terminology "standard operating procedures" is used throughout 
this manual. Other alternatives-including General Orders, Departmental Orders, or Executive 
Orders, to name a few-may be equally appropriate. Fire service organizations should consult with 
legal counsel and use the terminology that best reflects their unique needs. Regardless of the term 
used for these policies and procedures, it is important to note that judgment and discretion must be 
used on all incidents. 

 

  
 

What Are SOPs? 
 
According to the National Fire Protection Association (NFPA), a standard operating procedure is "an 
organizational directive that establishes a standard course of action." In other words, SOPs are written 
guidelines that explain what is expected and required of fire service personnel in performing their 
jobs. A comprehensive set of SOPs defines in significant detail how the department intends to 
operate. 
 
SOPs may be prepared for any function that fire service organizations perform, including adminis-
tration (hiring, equipment maintenance, building inspections, rehabilitation, etc.) and emergency 
response operations (fire suppression, medical services, hazardous materials response, etc.). The 
procedures can be organized and presented in many different ways, depending on the department's 
needs and preferences. (Sample topic areas are described in Chapter 2 and Appendix B.)  SOPs 
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should not be confused with pre-incident plans or pre-plans, which describe strategies for emergency 
response at a specific facility. Pre-plans allow the department to gather information on designated 
locations, identify potential hazards, and assess site-specific factors. SOPs, on the other hand, are 
more generic in nature. They address general functions like equipment placement and tactical 
operations, and they are applicable to all emergency incidents, or at least to a specific category or type 
of emergency situation. 
SOPs are not intended to duplicate technical information or provide step-by-step instructions for 
doing the job. The knowledge and skills that personnel need to perform specific job tasks manage 
programs, fight fires, and provide medical care, etc.-are addressed in technical protocols and 
professional training. SOPs, conversely, describe related considerations: safety, use of supplies, 
equipment maintenance, duties and rights of personnel, command structures, coordination with other 
organizations, reporting requirements, and so forth. 
 
Stated differently, SOPs don't describe how to do the job (technical skills); they describe the 
department's rules for doing the job (procedural guidance). An example might help to clarify this 
point. Operating an emergency vehicle requires both technical skills and procedural guidance. Some 
possible components of each are listed below: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Why Are SOPs Important? 
 
Sometimes it seems like fire service organizations face an insurmountable array of challenges in 
modem society. In an era of shrinking resources, departments must contend with: 
 
• Expanding organizational missions-emergency medical care, hazardous materials response, 

technical rescue, fire prevention/public education, and terrorism incidents. 
 

Technical Skills 
 
Location of vehicle controls 
 
How to activate warning systems 
 
Operation of communications equipment 
 
Vehicle driving skills-accelerating, braking, 
turning, etc 
 
Parking skills 

Procedural Guidance 
 
Use of seat belts 
 
Permitted uses of warning systems 
 
Communications protocols 
 
Procedures at intersections, permissible 
speeds, passing other vehicles 
 
Vehicle placement, use of traffic cones 
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• Increasing legal and regulatory requirements-safe work practices, public and employee right-to-
know, equal opportunity (race, gender, age, disability), performance standards, employee 
relations, and much more. 

 
• Increasing complexity in emergency response techniques and equipment-personal protective 

measures, chemical safety, infection control, building and industrial codes, information 
management, training systems, and so forth. 

 
• Increasing coordination and reporting requirements with other groups-emergency response 

agencies, community managers and planners, mutual aid organizations, federal and state 
governments, member associations, and others. 

 
Fire service organizations must meet these growing requirements in an environment that it self is a 
challenge. Budgets are tight and personnel are stretched thin. The experience of the workforce may be 
declining due to a decrease in the number of structural fires and the retirement of more experienced 
personnel. Scrutiny by the media, government, and the public is intense. Legal defenses continue to 
erode-concepts like sovereign immunity have been limited and narrowed by the courts; lawsuits are 
more common and jury awards are perceived to be greater. 
 
As a result, the decisions that personnel face are more complex and controversial. Mistakes have 
greater repercussions and costs. Emergency service providers need help understanding and navigating 
the maze of regulatory and administrative requirements. Managers, on the other hand, need a 
mechanism to convey operational guidance to the members and ensure departmental compliance with 
laws, regulations and standards. They need tools to direct and control the rapid pace of change. 
 
Well designed standard operating procedures help fill both needs. For individual workers, SOPs 
clarify job requirements and expectations in a format that can be readily applied on the job. They 
explain in detail what the department wants them to do in the situations they are most likely to 
encounter. The result is improved safety, performance, and morale. For department managers, the 
advantages are equally great. SOPs provide a mechanism to identify needed changes, articulate 
strategies, document intentions, implement regulatory requirements, enhance training, and evaluate 
operational performance. The result is improved operational efficiency, greater accountability, and 
reduced liability. Everybody's a winner! 
 
In short, SOPs are a vital component of fire service administrative and emergency response 
operations. Departments cannot operate safely or effectively in modem society without a com-
prehensive set of SOPs and the management systems needed to develop and maintain them. 
Organizations that choose to ignore this fact are increasingly vulnerable to accidents, lawsuits, 
unnecessary costs, personnel problems, and damage to their professional image. 
 
Use of the Manual 
 
This manual is intended to serve as a planning guide and reference document for fire service 
organizations in developing, implementing, and maintaining SOPs. It describes general concepts, 
related legal authorities, specific steps, and resource requirements for managing the SOP process. In 
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addition, sample topic areas and content recommendations are provided. Each department will need to 
tailor this information to their own unique needs and preferences. 
 
As noted previously, fire service organizations must address both administrative and operational 
functions in their SOPs. However, general administration requirements and issues-personnel, 
facilities, equipment, etc.-are considered to be outside the scope of this effort. Managers interested in 
more information on these subjects should contact the information sources in Appendix C. 
 
The manual has been organized into chapters that reflect logical steps in a formal sop management 
program, as follows: 
 
Chapter 2 The Role and Function of SOP’s describes the use and content of SOPs in a typical fire 
service organization. Sample SOP categories are presented, and the relationship between SOPs and 
other fire service documents is explored. 
 
Chapter 3 Conducting a Needs Assessment describes elements of an organizational process to 
examine existing SOPs, identify shortfalls, and develop an action plan. Processes for assessing the 
current operating environment, standard of practice, and local needs are discussed. 
 
Chapter 4 Developing Standard Operating Procedures describes generic steps and requirements for 
preparing a comprehensive set of SOPs. Related considerations include the use of committees or 
teams, staffing, mechanisms for gathering input, document formats, and review and approval 
processes. 
 
Chapter 5  Implementing Standard Operating Procedures discusses the requirements and systems 
needed to ensure that new SOPs are understood and used correctly. Subjects include planning, 
notification, distribution, accessibility, training, and performance monitoring. 
 
Chapter 6 Evaluating Standard Operating Procedures defines the purpose and types of formal 
processes that departments can use to analyze the effectiveness of existing SOPs. General steps and a 
detailed case study are presented. 
 
In addition, three appendices provide detailed reference information for use by SOP program 
managers and process participants: 
 
Appendix A summarizes important laws, regulations, and professional standards affecting fire service 
operations. 
 
Appendix B lists detailed topic areas and content descriptions for fire service administrative and 
operational functions. 
 
Appendix C identifies helpful information sources and organizational contacts, including web site 
addresses if available. 
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The Role and Function of SOPs 
 
Introduction 
 
As discussed in Chapter I, experts agree that standard operating procedures 
are a critical component of fire service operations. Every department needs 
to prepare a comprehensive set of SOPs to provide structure to important 
administrative functions and emergency response operations. They also need to set up the 
management systems and infrastructure necessary to develop, maintain, and enforce them effectively. 
 
This chapter discusses some useful concepts and background information about SOPs and related 
management processes. Subjects include the role of SOPs in fire service operations; common benefits 
and applications of SOPs; internal and external documents that should be considered when writing 
SOPs; and ways to structure SOPs. The chapter concludes with a review of generic steps in the SOP 
management process. 
 
The Role of SOPs 
 
SOPs have many important functions in fire service organizations. In particular, a complete set of 
SOPs is the best method for departments to "operationalize" other organizational documents by-laws, 
plans, policies, operational strategies, mutual aid agreements, etc. In simple terms, SOPs "boil down" 
the important concepts, techniques, and requirements contained in these documents into a format that 
can be readily used by personnel in their daily jobs. As such, SOPs help to integrate departmental 
operations, linking the work of 
managers and planners with the activities of other workers. 
 
SOPs are also essential for addressing the diverse 
legislative and regulatory requirements that affect fire 
service operations. Many laws and regulations state that 
fire departments must follow "safe work practices." 
Courts have generally agreed that this includes the 
development and maintenance of SOPs. In addition, 
many communities have ordinances that mandate 
compliance with standards developed by NFPA or other 
professional organizations. A very effective way to 
implement these legal requirements and national standards is to incorporate them into SOPs. By 
documenting the department's effort and intention to be compliant, SOPs may also help to limit 
liability when incidents go away. 
 

Chapter 

2 
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SOPs have many other applications and benefits for fire service organizations, including: 
 

• Explanation of performance expectations SOPs  describe and document what is expected 
of personnel in the performance of their official duties. As such, they provide a benchmark 
for personnel, an objective mechanism for evaluating operational performance, and a tool 
for promoting a positive organizational culture. 

 
• Standardization of activities-SOPs identify planned and agreed-upon roles and actions. 

This information helps standardize activities and promote coordination and communica-
tions among personnel. SOPs also simplify decision-making requirements under potentially 
stressful conditions. 

 
• Training and reference document Written SOPs   can provide the framework for 

training programs, member briefings, drills, and exercises. These activities, in turn, 
improve the understanding of work requirements and help identify potential problems. A 
comprehensive SOP manual also serves as a self study and reference document for 
personnel. 

 
• Systems analysis and feedback  The process of researching and developing SOPs pro-

vides opportunities for managers to compare current work practices with the state-of-the art 
in the fire service. Feedback from outside groups, technical experts, and staff can help to 
identify potential problems and innovative solutions. 

 
• External communications-SOPs   clarify the department's operational philosophy and 

recommended practices. As such, they may prove useful in communicating organizational 
intentions and requirements to outside groups, or enhancing the public's understanding of 
the fire service. 

 
 
Interface with Other Documents 
 
Standard operating procedures are not implemented in a vacuum. Personnel carry out SOPs within an 
operational environment that incorporates many internal and external components laws, plans, 
agreements, etc. All of these elements must be considered when formulating or amending SOPs. 
 
As noted above, SOPs "operationalize" the strategies and plans of the organization. In other words, 
they identify specific procedures that must be used to accomplish the mission, goals, and objectives of 
the agency, as defined in plans and other documents. They also provide a direct link between the tasks 
assigned to individual department members and the laws, regulations, standards, and policies that 
control fire service operations. If SOPs are created without adequate consideration of these internal 
and external factors, the resulting guideline will be incomplete, ineffective, and possibly even 
dangerous to the personnel who use them. 
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This section briefly reviews some of the fire service documents that must be considered when 
creating or changing SOPs. The relationships among the various documents are depicted graphically 
in Figure 2-1. However, it is important to note that every fire and emergency service organization is 
different. Each department must identify the specific plans, documents, and relationships that are 
appropriate to its unique situation. 
 
By-Laws and Constitutions   Some fire and emergency service organizations, particularly volunteer 
agencies and private corporations, operate under a set of by-laws and/or a constitution. These 
enabling documents establish the rules for the organization, including, for example, what personnel 
are authorized to do, how members vote within the organization, and how the leadership of the 
agency is organized. By-laws and constitutions are the basic guiding documents for the organization, 
establishing a form of internal law. If a need exists to change by-laws, the department must often 
undertake a complicated process to make amendments. In many cases, changes must also be filed 
with a state agency, such as a state corporation commission. 
 
Mission Statement Most fire and emergency service agencies operate under a general guiding 
principle called a mission statement. The mission statement broadly defines the purpose 
and goals of the organization, establishing a philosophical foundation on which to build programs and 
services. Fire service managers and planners should consider the mission statement in every activity 
or document produced by the agency, including SOPs. 
 
Strategic Plans    Strategic plans, also called master plans, are developed by fire service agencies in 
conjunction with the authority having jurisdiction. These plans-whether three, five, or ten years in 
duration-put in place a set of expectations for the present and the future. They identify short-term and 
long-term goals and clarify inter-organizational relationships and agreements that must be addressed 
in operations. SOPs must work in concert with strategic plans to meet the goals that the community 
has established. 
 
Mutual Aid/Automatic Aid Agreements    Mutual or automatic aid agreements are contracts that 
define working relationships and response plans between departments and outside agencies or 
jurisdictions. These agreements, like strategic plans, create a set of expectations and requirements for 
the organizations and personnel involved. Incorporating these elements in SOPs helps ensure that 
agreements are enforced and joint operations are coordinated. For example, the agreement between 
the Jonesville Fire Department and the Parkerville Fire Department states that Parkerville will send 
two engines and one truck to all structure fires when called to respond in Jonesville. However, the 
Parkerville SOPs define mutual aid assistance as one engine and one truck. The cause of this 
confusion can easily be corrected by considering all mutual and automatic aid agreements when 
developing the SOPs. 
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Articles of Incorporation, 
By-Laws, Constitution 

Mission Statement 

Strategic Plan 
Policies 

Community 
Plans/Policies 

(CEM) 

Regional Protocols 
Mutual Aid 

Operational Plans 
(Risk Management 
Communications 
Response, etc) 

National 
Standards 

Federal, State 
Local Laws and 

Regulations 

Firefighting 
SOP 

Emergency 
Medical SOP 

HAZMAT 
Response SOP

Technical 
Rescue SOP 

Disaster 
Services SOP

Training 
Materials 

Figure 2-1 
Relationships among Fire Services Documents 
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Regional Standard Operating Procedures/Protocols   If a fire or emergency service organization is 
part of a regional grouping, the possibility exists that regional protocols will come into play. In these 
situations, agency SOPs must be compatible with regional protocols to eliminate the possibility of 
confusion or uncoordinated activities. A common example includes agencies that provide emergency 
medical services. Regional treatment protocols allow basic and advanced life support EMS personnel 
to administer procedures and treatments in the field under the direct or indirect supervision of a 
medical director or supervising physician. SOPs must be complementary to, and not conflict with, 
EMS protocols established by local, state, or regional medical direction. 
 
Comprehensive Emergency Management Plans    Comprehensive emergency management plans 
(or integrated emergency management plans) describe response activities, assignments, and logistical 
considerations during major disasters and mass casualty incidents. These documents facilitate the 
coordination of agencies that work together during emergencies that exceed the capabilities and 
resources of a single organization. Like other planning documents, comprehensive emergency 
management plans must be considered when developing or revising SOPs. Key elements include 
consistent terminology and clear command and control structures. Establishing this framework 
requires integrating the community's planning processes and incorporating relevant aspects in each 
emergency service's SOPs. 
 
Laws. Regulations. and Standards  The legal authorities that affect fire service operations include 
federal, state, and local laws and regulations, case law precedents, and standards developed by 
national professional associations. These mandates and guidelines describe how jobs are to be 
performed. SOPs that violate the established fabric of statutes and rules open up the organization to 
lawsuits, legal actions, or other serious consequences. [The wide variety of laws, regulations, and 
standards affecting fire and emergency service operations is beyond the scope of this report. 
However, the concept behind these authorities is summarized in Chapter 3, and more detail on many 
important statutes and rules is presented in Appendix A.] 
 
Risk Management Plan   Fire and emergency service agencies often develop and adopt a 
comprehensive risk management plan. In this effort, planners consider all policies and procedures, 
accident and injury data, and number and types of incidents. Based on the control measures 
established, new standard operating procedures can be developed. 
 
Other Planning Documents Like strategic plans, many departments prepare other planning 
documents to guide the organization and help coordinate activities. These documents might include 
response plans, communications plans, staffing plans, and so forth. The plans clarify operational 
goals, strategies, assignments, and expectations. SOPs must work in tandem with these planning 
documents to allow the agency to accomplish its mission. In particular, careful consideration should 
be given to the language and terminology used in communications plans. If dispatchers use one set of 
terms from communications plans, and field personnel use another set from the SOPs, a dangerous 
situation could develop, both for responders and for the agency. 
 
Training Materials   Training is the best way to ensure that members understand SOPs and have the 
skills needed to carry them out. As such, training is the primary link between the department's SOPs 
and the personnel who implement them. Most fire services agencies develop training manuals and 
other materials to assist instructors and students in the learning process. These materials must 
incorporate and accurately convey the department's SOPs. In fact, they serve as "quasi-SOPs," 
specifically designed to facilitate the transfer of information on SOPs in a training environment. Any 
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conflict between training materials and SOPs will cause unnecessary confusion and undermine the 
operational mission of the organization. 
 
SOP Topic Areas 
 
SOPs are statements that summarize behavioral requirements and expectations in a certain functional 
area, e.g., safety at emergency scenes, training and education, radio communications, hose testing and 
maintenance, post-incident analyses, and public education among many, many others. Typically, 
SOPs also contain some narrative material that explains, for example, the purpose and intent of the 
guidelines and possible exceptions.  
The subjects addressed and level of detail in SOPs may vary from department to department. In 
general, however, SOP writers try to provide enough guidance to control operations without 
overwhelming personnel or unnecessarily limiting flexibility in special situations. (See Chapter 4 for 
information on writing SOPs). 
 
SOPs should be organized into a logical framework, using headings and sub-headings that help clarify 
functional relationships and the roles played by different groups. Most experts recommend that 
departments divide the SOP manual into separate sections for administration and operations.  If 
needed, operational SOPs can be further subdivided into units that separately address each major 
component of the organization's mission.  Personnel policies may be covered in a separate document 
or set of documents. 
 
Exhibit 2-1 shows sample SOP categories for general administrative and operational functions. In 
addition, topic areas for each of five common fire service missions-fire suppression, emergency 
medical services, technical rescue, hazardous materials response, and disaster operations-are 
presented. Further breakouts and descriptions of these categories can be found in Appendix B. It 
should be noted that other ways to organize SOPs might be equally appropriate or more suitable in 
specific situations. This material is intended solely to give fire departments a starting point in 
developing their own set of guidelines. 
 
Although the list in Exhibit 2-1 may appear extensive, keep in mind that all SOPs do not have to be 
written at the same time. Departments should prioritize their needs and establish a realistic SOP 
development plan. SOPs should be prepared, released, and assimilated into operations at a reasonable 
pace. 
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OVERVIEW OF SOP TOPIC AREAS 
 

Exhibit 2-1 
 
MANAGEMENT AND ADMINISTRATION                   PREVENTION AND SPECIAL 
PROGRAMS 
 
General Administration    Public Information and Education 
Organization    Working with the Public 
Facilities    Working with the Media 
Emergency Vehicles and Specialized    Emergency Public Information 
Apparatus       Public Education 
Equipment and Supplies     Public Relations    
Finance 
Fundraising 
Training, Education, and Exercises 
Information Management 
 
Member Health and Assistance Programs   Building Inspections and Codes Enforcement  
Medical Screening/Health Assessment   Authorities and Codes 
Health and Wellness Promotion     Design and Plans Review 
Performance Evaluation     Residential Inspections 
Post-Injury Rehabilitation     Commercial Inspections 
Employee/Member Assistance     Industrial Inspections 
Facility Safety       Code Enforcement  
       Record Keeping 
         
 
Organizational Planning and Preparedness   Special Programs 
Strategic/Master Planning     Fire Cause and Arson Investigation  
SOP Development      Hydrant Maintenance 
Risk Management      Other Special Programs 
Emergency Operations Planning 
Mutual! Automatic Aid  
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Exhibit 2-1 (continued) 

 
OVERVIEW OF SOP TOPIC AREAS 

 
EMERGENCY OPERATIONS 

 
General Emergency Operations   Hazardous Materials Response 
Operating Emergency Vehicles     Hazmat Response Risk Management 
Safety at Emergency Incidents     First Responder Operations 
Communications      Special Hazmat Operations 
Command and Control 
Special Operations 
Post-Incident Operations    Technical Rescue 
Technical Rescue Risk Management    Rescue Operations 
Fire Suppression      Special Rescue Operations 
Fire Suppression Risk Management     
Company Operations 
Tactical/Strategic Guidelines 
Special Facilities/Target Hazards   Disaster Operations 
Special Fire Suppression Operations   Organizing for Disaster Operations 
Disaster Operations Risk Management    Disaster Operations 
Emergency Medical Response     Disaster-Specific Guidelines 
EMS Response Risk Management     
Pre-hospital EMS First Response 
Patient Disposition and Transportation 
Management of EMS Operations 
Special EMS Operations 
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The SOP Management Process 
 
Some fire departments have never developed a formal set of SOPs. In other departments, operating 
procedures are incomplete, out of date, badly written, poorly understood, or inadequately enforced. 
Given the obvious advantages of well-designed SOPs, why is this situation so prevalent in the fire 
service? Reasons might include: 
 

• Lack of appreciation for the benefits of SOPs or the potentially disastrous consequences of 
weak guidelines and operational systems. 

 
• Belief that the effort required is too time consuming, complex, or controversial, especially 

given other pressing organizational needs. 
 

• Fear that written SOPs will unnecessarily limit flexibility and individual discretion. 
 

• Concern that SOPs open up the department to greater scrutiny from outside groups and 
increased liability if incidents go bad. 

 
The biggest reason that departments don't have good SOPs, however, may be even more basic. Many 
fire agencies simply have not established the management processes-formal plans, personnel 
assignments, administrative systems, resource allocations-needed to make SOPs a recognized and 
ongoing element of the organizational culture. Without this emphasis and infrastructure, work gets 
delayed, and, over time, new requirements may go unrecognized. Before you know it, existing SOPs 
have become progressively outmoded, unused, and even dangerous. 
 
The first step in solving this problem is deciding what needs to be done. One way to look at SOP 
management requirements uses systems theory, a concept that focuses on the interrelationships among 
components of a process. In this approach, an organizational system is considered to have four basic 
elements: inputs from the environment, including information and other resources; transformations, 
the managerial or technological processes used to convert inputs to outputs; outputs in the form of 
desired products or services; and feedback, the environment's reaction to outputs. Feedback serves as 
an input during future iterations of the process, thus completing the cycle and continually improving 
results. These steps are graphically depicted below. 
 
Figure 2-2  
 

TRANSFORMATIONINPUTS OUTPUTS 

FEEDBACK 
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Systems theory provides a useful way to conceptualize complex processes. SOP management is 
shown to consist of a series of linked steps, with outputs of one element serving as inputs for the next. 
The components and interrelationships of this systems view are depicted in Figure 2-3. More 
information on each of the major process steps-SOP Needs Assessment, SOP Development, SOP 
Implementation, and SOP Evaluation-is presented in the following four chapters. 
Figure 2-3 
A System View of SOP Management 
 

INPUTS           TRANSFORMATION   OUTPUTS 
 

SOP Needs 
Assessment 

Operations and 
compliance issues, 

shortfalls, etc

By-Laws, standard of 
care, local needs, 

trends etc

Operations and 
compliance issues, 

shortfalls, etc 

SOP 
Development 

Written and approved 
SOPs 

Written and approved 
SOPs 

 

SOP 
Implementation 

Changes in 
administration and 

operations

SOP 
Evaluation 
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Summary 
 
SOPs serve many important functions in fire service operations. When individuals carry out the 
department's SOPs in their work, they implement the laws, plans, agreements, and policies incor-
porated in the procedures. Thus, SOPs constitute a key link between organizational policy makers, 
planners, administration personnel, and emergency service providers. 
 
Fire and emergency service agencies need to consider a wide variety of documents, plans, and 
agreements when developing or revising SOPs. Ensuring compatibility and consistency among these 
important components of the organization's operational environment helps standardize behavior, 
avoid confusion, limit liability, improve efficiency, and enhance safety. SOP documents also can be 
used to improve training, external communications and public education. 
 
To simplify use, SOPs should be organized in a logical framework of functions and topic areas. 
Separate sets of SOPs are usually developed for administrative functions and emergency response 
operations. The approach chosen for structuring SOPs should reflect the needs, management style, 
and culture of the department. 
 
Departments need to establish formal management systems to ensure that SOPs are adequately 
developed, maintained, and enforced. The process can be usefully viewed as four interrelated steps-
Needs Assessment, SOP Development, SOP Implementation, and SOP Evaluation. 
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Conducting A Needs Assessment 
 

Introduction 
Fire service managers need to be sure that operating procedures 
accurately reflect the department’s mission, organizational 
environment, and regulatory requirements. A good way to make this judgment is by conducting 
a needs assessment This type of study focuses on internal and external factors that affect SOPs. 
These might include changes to laws, regulations, or standards; recent legal precedents; 
modifications to internal response plans; revisions to mutual- aid agreements; demographic 
changes in the community; and a variety of other possibilities. 

Although major changes in legal or operational requirements will prompt a formal needs 
assessment, the process should be performed continually to help keep SOPs current and valid. 
While this may seem like a daunting administrative task, it is really a matter of answering two 
basic questions: 

 
What SOPs do we need?  The number and type of SOPs required by the department is 
determined by examining the operating environment, standard of practice, and local needs. 
Industry standards, accreditation requirements, Federal or state regulations, and many other 
information sources can be used to help answer this question. 

 
Do the current SOPs meet our needs?  If yes, then update as needed and continue to use 
them. if no, then modify existing SOPs and/or develop new ones to reflect changes in the 
operating environment, standard of practice, or local needs Delete outdated, irrelevant, or 
conflicting SOPs. 

The simple depiction of the evaluation framework 
shown in Figure 3-1 can be helpful for 
conceptualizing the needs assessment process. 
The mechanics of the process are described in 
more detail in this chapter. 

Chapter 

3 

Contents of Chapter 3 
 
Operating Environmental ……….. 

Standard of Practice……………… 

Local Needs……………………… 

Information Sources……………… 

Needs Assessment Process………. 



  Student Manual 
 
 

 
Georgia Fire Academy  
Developing Fire Service SOP’s/SOG’s  3-2 

 

Figure 3-1 

Sample Needs Assessment Model 

Standard of 
Practice 

Operating 
Environment

Local 
Needs 

NEEDS ASSESSMENT 

What SOP’s 
do we need? 

Do 
current 
SOP’s 

meet our 
needs?

SOP 
Development/Implementation 

/Evaluation Process 

NO

YES
Current
SOP’s 
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Operating Environment 
The first step in conducting a needs assessment is the understanding the context in which the 
department functions. Fire service organizations vary widely in how they operate, depending 
on many internal and external factors. Examples include the size (number of personnel) and 
composition of the department (career, volunteer, or combination); the range of services 
offered (fire suppression, EMS, hazardous materials, technical rescue); funding sources (tax 
dollars, donations, grants, etc.); service demands; and the department’s relationship with local, 
state, or Federal entities (local governments, mutual-aid networks, state fire service agencies, 
and OSHA or its equivalent). Official department documents (many of which are described in 
Chapter 2) define the department’s operating environment and should be considered during a 
needs assessment. 

These and other factors directly or indirectly affect the department’s operating environment. In 
turn, the operating environment influences SOPs. For instance, the size and composition of the 
department has direct bearing on the resources it can provide for emergency response; resource 
availability affects operational strategies; and strategies are captured in SOPs. Thinking about 
the answers to some basic questions can help identify aspects of the operating environment that 
might influence SOPs: 

• What is the relationship between the department and state fire/EMS agencies, such as 
the State Fire Marshal’s Office, Department of Health, Department of Insurance, or fire 
training/certification body? What do these agencies require from the department? 
Submitting fire/EMS incident reports? Ensuring proper certification or licensure of 
operational personnel? Maintaining current apparatus safety or ambulance inspections? 

• What is the relationship between the department and OSHA or its state equivalent? 
What does this agency require from the organization? Compliance with workplace 
health and safety regulations? Submission of employee injury reports? Hazardous 
materials training and certification? 

• How many personnel normally respond on the first-alarm assignment for a building 
fire? For an automatic fire alarm in a residential or commercial structure? To an 
emergency medical call at 0700, 1300, 1800, or 0300? 

• What mutual-aid agreements, comprehensive emergency management plans, or 
regional SOPs are currently in place? In different types of response scenarios, what 
resources should be provided to neighboring departments? What resources will they 
provide? Is response automatic or must it be requested? 

These are just a few examples of the many questions that can be asked while trying to get a 
handle on the department’s operating environment. While this step may seem very basic, it is 
critical for identifying factors that affect the adequacy of current SOPs. 
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Standard of Practice 
Understanding the context in which the department operates helps provide the basis for the 
next step: comparing the department’s operational systems and procedures with the standard of 
practice. This process helps identify areas where SOPs need to be added, changed, or deleted to 
meet operating requirements and legal guidelines. 

The term “standard of practice” is often used to describe accepted operating practices within an 
industry or profession. In EMS, the term “standard of care” has a similar meaning. Several 
elements combine to define the accepted standard of practice for a fire or EMS department, 
including laws, regulations, and standards. The interaction among these authorities is often 
complex and varies from state to state. It is important to develop an understanding of how these 
factors fit together. 

Laws 
Laws are rules established by society to help define acceptable behavior. In the United Stat 
most laws applicable to fire and EMS departments are statutory laws, those enacted by the 
legislative bodies of Federal, state, or local governments. The courts provide oversight for the 
legal system to ensure that laws are constitutional and fairly applied. As a result of this judicial 
review process, the law changes based on the outcome of court cases, called precedents. 

The following Federal laws and legal precedents are examples of potentially significant 
considerations for fire and EMS departments. (For more detail on each, see Appendix A.) 
Departments should also research state and local authorities applicable to their specific 
situation. 

• Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) 

• Ryan White Comprehensive AIDS Resources Emergency Act of 1990 

• OSHA General Duty Clause- 29 USC’ §654(a)(1) 

• Superfund Amendments and Reauthorization Act (SARA) 

• Michigan v. Tyler 

• Michigan v. Clifford 

It can be especially difficult for fire and EMS departments to keep current with changes to case 
law and legal precedent. Several trade publications have regular columns dealing with legal 
trends, and some smaller publications like Firehouse Lawyer deal specifically with legal issues 
affecting the fire service. State agencies and professional organizations such as the 
International Association of Fire Fighters (IAFF) and the International Association of Fire 
Chiefs (IAFC) occasionally produce documents that summarize legal trends for salient issues 
as well. 

Conducting a search of resources like the Lexis-Nexis and Westlaw databases can help 
departments identify pertinent court cases, both civil and criminal. Departments with access to 
a law library (through either a university or local court system) might also be able to obtain 
assistance from staff librarians. Reference books like Black’s Legal Dictionary can be 
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consulted for legal definitions. However, a basic understanding of the legal system is required 
when researching case law and legal precedent, so the involvement of legal counsel should be 
considered during this effort. 

Regulations 
Since statutory laws are often general in nature, legislatures create agencies to interpret, apply, 
and enforce the statutes. The rules promulgated by these agencies, which carry the weight of 
law, are called regulations. 

Regulations are extremely important for evaluating SOPs. Compliance with regulations is 
usually mandatory, and failure to comply may result in a penalty. (Although some Federal 
regulations may be called standards or rules, this does not affect the mandate to comply with 
them.) More importantly, compliance with regulations can help protect the safety of citizens, 
emergency personnel, and the environment. 

When evaluating current SOPs, fire departments must ensure compliance in all areas subject to 
regulation by Federal, state, or local government agencies. Depending on the situation, 
applicable regulations might govern major aspects of fire and life safety operations, arson and 
explosives crimes, hazardous materials response, technical rescue, program administration, and 
other functional areas. Departments with enforcement powers must also pay particular 
attention to ensure that they do not violate civil rights requirements. 

Regulations are developed through a process that allows for input from interested parties 
including industry, organized labor, advocacy groups, and private individuals. This process has 
several goals: to produce regulations that follow the spirit of the laws upon which they are 
based; to provide for equity and consistent application; and to produce realistic regulations that 
can be readily implemented. The list below contains a few examples of Federal regulations that 
are potentially relevant to fire and EMS departments; more detail on these regulations is 
provided in Appendix A. (Note: Federal OSHA standards do not apply to state or local 
governments, their employees or to volunteers.) State and local government regulations must 
also be considered during the needs assessment process. 

• OSHA 29 CFR § 1910.95, Occupational Noise Exposure 

• OSHA 29 CFR § 1910.120, Hazardous Waste Operations and Emergency 
Response(HAZWOPER) 

• EPA 40 CFR §311, Identical to HAZWOPER 

• OSHA 29 CFR § 1910.156, Fire Brigades 

• OSHA 29 CFR § 1910. 132-1910.140, Personal Protective Equipment 

• OSHA 29 CFR § 1910.141, Sanitation Requirements 

• OSHA 29 CFR §1910. 146, Permit-required Confined Spaces 

• OSHA 29 CFR §1910. 147, Lock-out/Tag-out Requirements 

• OSHA 29 CFR § 1910.130, Occupational Exposure to Blood-borne Pathogens 
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• OSHA 29 CFR §1926.650-1926.652, Trench/Collapse Rescue Operations 

• OSHA 29 CFR § 1910.1200, Hazard Communication 

• OSHA 29 CFR §1977-1970, Discrimination Against Employees Under OSHA Act of 
1970 

• DOT 49 CFR §178 Subpart (c), Compressed Gas Cylinder Guidelines 

 

The applicability of a particular regulation to the department depends on several factors. For 
example, the applicability of workplace health and safety regulations promulgated by Federal 
OSHA depends on whether the department is located in an “OSHA-plan” or “non-OSHA Plan” 
state. Figure 3-2 depicts the 24 states and territories that currently operate their own state-run 
plans for occupational health and safety. The remaining 26 states are covered by Federal 
OSHA regulations. The applicability of these regulations to volunteer fire and EMS department 
members depends on the interpretation of individual state regulatory agencies and legal 
precedent. Regard less of who promulgates workplace health and safety regulations in the state, 
compliance is mandatory. 

Figure 3-2 

 

 

Alaska   Arizona  California  Connecticut  Hawaii  Indiana  Iowa  Kentucky  Maryland  Michigan 
Minnesota  New Mexico  New York  Nevada  North Carolina  Oregon  South Carolina  Tennessee 
Utah  Vermont  Virginia  Washington  Wyoming  (Puerto Rico and Virgin Islands)  
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Standards 
Consensus standards like those developed by the National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) 
and the American National Standards Institute (ANSI) play a major role in defining the 
standard of practice for fire and EMS departments. Standards are developed by professional 
organizations to help establish operating norms and certification requirements for personnel 
and equipment. 

During the standards-making process, people with specialized knowledge work in committees 
to develop guidelines based on mutual agreement, or consensus. Members of the organization 
at large then vote to amend and/or adopt the resulting standard. Compliance by fire and EMS 
departments with standards is voluntary, although governmental entities may adopt nationally 
recognized standards as law. An example of this practice is the adoption by many state and 
local jurisdictions of NFPA 1, The Fire Prevention Code. Other commonly encountered 
standards pertinent to fire and EMS departments are listed below. (More detail on these 
standards and organizational contacts can be found in Appendices A and C.) 

• NFPA 471, Standard on Responding to Hazardous Materials Incidents 

• NFPA 1001, Standard on Fire Fighter Professional Qualifications 

• NFPA 1403, Standard on Live Fire Training Evolutions 

• NFPA 1404, Standard on Fire Department SCBA Program 

• NFPA 1410, Standard on Initial Fire Attack 

• NFPA 1470, Standard on Search and Rescue for Structural Collapse 

• NFPA 1500, Standard on Fire Department Occupational Safely and Health Program  

• NFPA 1521, Standard on Fire Department Safety Officer 

• NFPA 1561, Standard on Fire Department Incident Management System 

• NFPA 1581, Standard on Fire Department Infection Control Program ANSI Z87.1, Eye 
Protection Standard 

Standards can be an invaluable resource for identifying areas where existing SOPs are 
sometimes inadequate. They can even serve as a blueprint for developing new SOPs. When 
using a standard in this manner, remember that there is no such thing as a “one-size-fits-all” 
standard. It may not be possible or desirable to incorporate every aspect of a national standard 
into the local operating environment. Still, standards serve as useful benchmarks and models in 
the SOP assessment process. An added benefit is that they are regularly updated and can help 
ensure compliance with regulations that change frequently. 
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Local Needs (Community Assessment) 
The questioning process used to examine the operating and legal environment probably 
identifies some areas that are not subject to outside authorities where SOPs need to be changed, 
Laws, regulations, and standards are very useful, but they cannot possibly address every local 
need. Examples of department-specific or community-specific factors that might prompt the 
modification of existing SOPs include: 

• Target hazard occupancies (e.g. factories, nursing homes, hospitals, pipelines, tank 
farms, railroads, scrap tire piles, high-rise buildings, etc.) 

• Unusual road conditions (e.g. load-limited bridges, steep hills, major road construction, 
etc.) 

• Mission (e.g., coastal or water rescue responsibility, location along airport flight path, 
proximity to nuclear power plant or industrial site) 

• Prevailing weather conditions (e.g., subject to tornadoes/hurricanes, extreme hot/cold 
weather, etc.) 

• Significant increase or decrease in incident volume 

• Staffing increase or decrease 

• Changes to community plans or mutual-aid agreements 

Perhaps the most common reason for initiating a review of fire department SOPs is a bad 
incident outcome, such as a firefighter injury or death, an EMS patient injury or death, or a 
catastrophic property loss. The SOP review may by prompted as part of the department’s 
analysis of the event, or be mandated by a regulatory agency like OSHA. Factors might include 
law suits, public complaints, union grievances, and other negative results. 

While standards may address some local situations, departments must critically assess all 
special needs and capabilities while evaluating current SOPs. The development of SOPs for 
specific local situations helps to clarify potential hazards, identify special resources, and 
implement response strategies that are unique to the needs of the community. 

Information Sources 
Information for evaluating the operating environment, standard of practice, and local needs is 
available from a wide variety of sources, both internal and external. Departments should take 
into consideration as many data sources and viewpoints as possible during the needs 
assessment process. Some common data sources and methods are discussed in the following 
sections. 

Looking Inward 
An objective evaluation of internal factors affecting SOPs can sometimes be difficult because 
the individual’s assigned responsibilities are themselves members of the organization. By the 
same token, people within the organization have the best understanding of the strengths and 



  Student Manual 
 
 

 
Georgia Fire Academy  
Developing Fire Service SOP’s/SOG’s  3-9 

 

weaknesses of existing SOPs. To help mitigate the difficulties posed by this “Catch-22,” 
reviewers should examine as wide a variety of internal information sources as possible. 

Post-Incident Analyses SOPs and reality meet on the scene of a fire or emergency 
incident. For this reason, post-incident or “after action” analyses are excellent tools for 
evaluating the adequacy of existing SOPs. If a particular aspect of an operation is successfully 
conducted according to the SOP, it may signal that the SOP is still valid. The opposite is also 
true—an aspect of the operation that went badly may indicate the need for modifying pertinent 
SOPs. Post-incident analyses should be conducted for all responses, with both positive and 
negative outcomes. This approach prevents the process from becoming punitive in nature and 
serves to validate beneficial procedures. Keep in mind that many different variables affect an 
emergency operation, and each must be examined before zeroing in on SOPs as the sole reason 
for success or failure. 

Exercises and Drills Problems encountered during exercises and drills may signal the 
need to create new SOPs or change existing ones. If questions arise about the validity or 
effectiveness of an existing SOP, a drill may be conducted to test it. For these reasons, Federal 
Aviation Administration (FAA) regulations require airport fire and EMS departments to 
periodically conduct large-scale drills with mutual-aid resources. Safety is the first concern 
when conducting drills and exercises since these activities closely simulate the reality of the 
incident scene. Documenting the drill using photographs, video cameras, and audio equipment 
can be helpful. Keep in mind that the objective is not to highlight mistakes, but to identify 
“lessons learned” that can be used to help modify existing SOPs or create new ones. 

Surveys and Interviews The best people to gauge whether or not a SOP is useful are 
those who use it. Field personnel can be polled or questioned about problems with current 
SOPs or the need for new ones to address changes on the street. It is important to solicit open, 
honest opinions without fear of retribution. Interviewing members of other departments can 
also be helpful, particularly when addressing a new issue, Someone with previous experience 
may have a better understanding of applicable regulations and standards, and know successful 
methods for dealing with the situation. 

Looking Outward 
While it is important to look inward during a needs assessment, fire and EMS departments can 
also benefit by examining information sources outside the department. Looking outward helps 
managers identify standards and trends and plan in advance for change, thus preventing 
problems from developing in the first place. 

Literature Review Monitoring changes in the larger fire and EMS world helps 
departments safely address new challenges. Trade publications report changes in government 
regulations, the outcome of significant court cases, and related issues. Textbooks and 
newsletters track and analyze trends in the fire service and cognizant Federal agencies. The 
continued appearance of a particular topic in a government report, magazine, or newspaper 
might signal that a seemingly inconsequential issue may soon become a problem. Publications 
like Congressional Quarterly track the progress of bills through the law-making process. 
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Changes to Federal regulations are regularly published in the Federal Register, available at 
most university and major public libraries and frequently on the Internet. 

Professional and Trade Organizations Professional and trade organizations are excel 
lent sources of information. For example, the voluntary, consensus-based guidelines developed 
by the NFPA reflect the standard of practice for many fire departments. NFPA also conducts 
studies and produces publications on a broad spectrum of fire service issues. Many other 
professional and trade organizations, while not necessarily standards-setting bodies, provide 
information that can be useful for evaluating SOPs. Organizations like the International 
Association of Firefighters, International Association of Fire Chiefs, National Volunteer Fire 
Council, National Association of Emergency Medical Technicians, and National Association 
of State EMS Directors all publish documents that can be helpful during a needs assessment. 
(Contact information for many of these organizations can be found in Appendix C.) 

Federal and State Agencies Federal and state agencies loom large when evaluating 
current SOPs. Examples include the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration, Environmental Protection Agency, and other regulatory 
agencies. It is vital that existing SOPs do not conflict with regulations promulgated by these 
agencies. New SOPs and modifications to existing SOPs should reflect the content of Federal 
and stat regulations, as well as programmatic guidance issued by the agencies. Since this 
information can change frequently or unexpectedly, it is important to stay current. Some ways 
to keep abreast of changes to regulations were discussed earlier in this chapter. Contact 
information for many Federal agencies is contained in Appendix C. 

Other Departments Other fire and EMS departments can be excellent sources of 
information on SOPs, or sources of SOPs to plagiarize (if they are public documents). 
Although local needs vary, there are few unique problems in emergency response. If you are 
facing a new challenge or service delivery area, chances are good that another department has 
already developed SOPs to address it. Most departments are willing to share these SOPs, which 
can serve as useful models. When using another department’s SOP as a model, however, 
always remember that what works for one department may not work for another. SOPs should 
be tailored to the department’s operating environment and available resources. For example, a 
SOP developed by a department that staffs ladder companies with six personnel will probably 
not work for a smaller department unless greatly modified. Still, it is always helpful to have an 
effective starting place when developing a new SOP. 

Accreditation Manuals Departments seeking accreditation will most likely be required 
to have SOPs that address certain issues and meet certain standards or indicators of 
performance. The guides and manuals developed to assist them through the application process 
contain valuable information for assessing local needs (even if the department is not actively 
pursuing accreditation). Two organizations involved in accreditation are the Commission on 
Fire Accreditation International (CFAI) and the Commission on the Accreditation of 
Ambulance Services (CAAS). 

Insurance Organizations The Insurance Services Office (ISO) maintains evaluation 
factors for fire and emergency service departments which, when met, help the community 
served achieve a particular ISO rating. This rating is a variable in determining insurance rates 
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paid by businesses and residential customers when purchasing insurance policies on homes, 
buildings, offices, or other structures. The evaluation factors may be relevant to the 
development and implementation of fire department SOPs. For example, if the fire department 
is pursuing an improved ISO rating, it may have to make changes in operational policies to 
achieve the higher rating. 

Insurance policies held by individual departments may also impact department SOPs. For e 
ample, an insurance policy may mandate a minimum age for driving an emergency vehicle. 
The agency would have to ensure that its own SOP reflects this requirement. 

The Internet and the World Wide Web The Internet and the World Wide Web are 
quickly becoming important sources of information for fire and EMS departments. Almost all 
major government agencies maintain informative websites. Periodic checks of these sites can 
help fire and EMS personnel stay informed on changes to laws or regulations that may affect 
SOPs. In addition, many publications and reports can be ordered, viewed, and even 
downloaded on-line. Internet forums, bulletin boards, and “chat rooms” can also be helpful, 
providing opportunities to learn from the experiences of others. Appendix C contains the 
Uniform Resource Locator (URL) addresses of many Internet sites useful during a needs 
assessment. However, keep in mind that few controls exist on the Internet, and some 
information may prove to be unreliable. For most purposes, it is usually best to rely on credible 
and known sources (government agencies, professional organizations, etc.) and 
printed/published documents! 

The Needs Assessment Process 
Every fire and EMS department should periodically conduct a formal review of SOPs, 
especially those that lack a comprehensive set of written procedures. Such an assessment will 
most likely be handled by a committee of department members representing all ranks, with 
representatives from employee organizations and possibly other agencies (e.g., an attorney or 
policy analyst from the local government). The product of this formal review is a document 
that can be used as a “roadmap” for developing SOPs. 

At the most basic level, such a document will include a review of existing SOPs; a list of areas 
where SOPs need to be created or modified; and the rationale for doing so based on an 
evaluation of the operating environment, standard of practice, and local needs. The document 
should identify deficiencies or inconsistencies in current SOPs, as well as a specific list of 
required changes and additions. The list should be accompanied by references that will allow 
others to evaluate the rationale (e.g., compliance with a specific law, regulation, or standard) 
behind the recommendations. 

Since it may be impossible to simultaneously address all the changes identified in the needs 
assessment, a discussion of priorities and an action plan can also be included. An action plan 
helps ensure that recommendations for change are acted upon. The plan should at a minimum 
identify desired end products, assign responsibilities, set realistic deadlines, and permit enough 
flexibility to allow for change. 

Revisions to critical health and safety SOPs should receive a high priority in the action plan 
since they influence the safety of emergency responders and the effectiveness of emergency 
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operations. SOPs that are inconsistent with government regulations should also be highlighted 
for quick action. While prioritizing, it is important to remember that SOPs must reflect reality. 
Creating SOPs that cannot be implemented with existing resources serves little purpose and 
may create a safety hazard. It can also produce significant legal exposure, since a department’s 
standard of practice is ultimately determined by its own SOPs. 

The following outline identifies some typical steps in the needs assessment process; more 
detail on analytical concepts and methods is contained in Chapter 6. 

• Step One: Develop organizational support for conducting the needs assessment. 
Support can take many forms, from providing appropriate resources (personnel, time, 
meeting space, etc.) to demonstrating the commitment of fire and EMS managers to 
make changes based on the results of the study. The purpose of the needs assessment 
should be clearly stated and understood by all members of the department. 

• Step Two: Develop a plan of action. Assign responsibilities, divide tasks, and create a 
realistic schedule. Conducting a thorough needs assessment can be an intense and time- 
consuming process. Creating a plan of action helps maintain interest, promote account 
ability, and help the group stay focused. 

• Step Three: Review current SOPs, Develop familiarity with existing SOPs. Look for 
previously identified problem areas and inconsistencies among SOPs. Consider 
potential impacts of the department’s operating environment on existing SOPs. 

• Step Four: Gather information on internal factors affecting SOPs. Examples include 
other department documents (see Chapter 2), post-incident analyses, exercises, drills, 
surveys, and interviews. 

• Step Five: Consider external factors affecting SOPs. The impact of laws, regulations, 
and standards should be considered here. Information sources may include literature 
reviews, professional and trade organizations, Federal and state agencies, other 
departments, accreditation manuals, and the Internet. 

• Step Six: Develop a list of required SOPs based on the needs identified in Steps 4 and 
5. Consider the impact of internal and external factors, as well as the operating 
environment and standard of practice. 

• Step Seven: Analyze existing SOPs based on the information gathered in prior steps 
Compare existing SOPs to the list developed in Step 6. Identify areas where new SOPs 
are needed, or existing ones should be modified or deleted. Realistically prioritize the 
results in light of department resources. SOPs required by laws or regulations must 
receive a high priority, as should those addressing critical health and safety issues. 

• Step Eight: Create a formal needs assessment document, Summarize findings and 
provide recommendations. Explain priorities and provide a specific rationale for 
adding, modifying, or deleting SOPs. (E.g., SOP is needed to comply with Federal 
regulation 29 CFR § 1910.120; SOP is needed to address the emerging trend of 
domestic terrorism, etc.) 
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Summary 
Fire and EMS departments should evaluate existing SOPs on a regular basis by performing a 
needs assessment. The evaluation should include a review of the current operating 
environment, the standard of practice, and specific local needs. Based on the results of the 
study, existing SOPs can be modified or deleted, and new ones added, as necessary. 

Often, a review of SOPs occurs after a bad incident outcome. In this situation, it is vital to 
consider what prompted the review in the first place and to ensure that proper steps are taken. 
The event may result in strong emotions or perceptual “blinders” that affect decision making. 
Individuals or groups may try to steer the findings for political or other reasons. These factors 
can make it difficult reach consensus and prepare the best operational guideline. 

SOPs must address applicable regulations to ensure compliance with Federal, state, and local 
laws. Consensus-based standards can serve as benchmarks to help define the standard of 
practice and models for developing new SOPs. Many different sources of information, both 
internal and external to the department, can be used to evaluate local needs. 

There are few new problems in the emergency services. Model SOPs are available from other 
departments, on the Internet, and from the Learning Resource Center at FEMA’s National 
Emergency Training Center. However, it is important to tailor SOPs to specific local needs and 
re sources. An SOP that is suitable for a major metropolitan department, while potentially 
helpful as a model, may not be useful for a small rural department without extensive 
modification. 

Networking via telephone, internet, or through personal contacts is a good way to obtain 
information for a needs assessment. Surveys or interviews of personnel who use SOPs often 
provide the best indicator of what is, or is not, effective. Post-incident analyses and drills 
provide the ultimate validation of operational SOPs. 

The needs assessment process must be consistent and systematic. The end product should 
include a written analysis of existing SOPs, recommendations and the rationale for changes (if 
any), and perhaps priorities and a plan for action. Different process steps and methodologies 
are possible, depending on the scope and requirements of the study. 

End notes 
1 - United States Code denotes a Federal statute. 

2 - It is important to note that some agencies with important and substantial fire/EMS 
involvement do not have regulatory authority and function primarily to develop information, 
provide training, or coordinate response. Examples include the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA), of which the United States Fire Administration is a part and the 
National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH). 

3 - The number (e.g., 29, 40, and 49) and letters “CFR” preceding the regulation identify the 
Title of the Code of Federal Regulations in which the regulation is published. 
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Developing Standard Operating Procedures 
 
Introduction 
SOP development is most effective when a well planned, 
standardized, and comprehensive process is followed. By 
contrast, SOPs created quickly and without the use of a systematic approach are more 
likely to result in problems during implementation. Although the exact methods used to 
develop SOPs will vary, certain critical strategies help define any successful process. 
This chapter describes a standardized methodology for developing SOPs that can be 
useful whether preparing a complete SOP manual or a single written procedure. 

It should be noted that the Needs Assessment process discussed in Chapter 3 establishes 
the foundation for the SOP development effort described here. The Needs Assessment 
identifies areas where SOPs are deficient and summarizes specific requirements for 
changes to existing guidelines. A thorough Needs Assessment also streamlines the actual 
SOP writing process since much of the necessary research and analysis has been 
completed. The concepts and techniques described in Chapter 3 are not repeated here; 
rather, they are built upon. Personnel responsible for writing SOPs should be familiar 
with the material in this chapter as well. 

The SOP Development Process 

The SOP development process can be viewed as essentially eight sequential steps that 
address the most important organizational and management considerations for 
department personnel. The methodology used for these steps can vary, depending on the 
scope of the project, local needs and resources, and other variables. The steps are listed 

below, with additional detail on each presented 
in the following sections: 

1. Build the Development Team 

2. Provide Organizational Support 

3. Establish Team Procedures 

4. Gather Information and Identify Alternatives 

5. Analyze and Select Alternatives 

6. Write the SOP 

7. Review and Test the SOP 

8. Ratify and Approve the SOP 

Chapter 

4 
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Build the Development Team 
The constantly changing environment in which fire and EMS agencies operate requires 
that departments regularly analyze and update their SOPs to meet current needs. To 
manage this ongoing requirement, managers may find it helpful to appoint a standing 
group or committee to oversee SOP-related work. This team is given authority and 
responsibility for gathering information from department members and other sources; 
identifying, analyzing, and selecting from among alternative operating procedures; 
writing SOPs that address the department’s needs; distributing draft materials for peer 
review and testing; and submitting final SOPs to the Fire Chief or agency head for 
approval. 

SOPs are usually most effective when members of the organization are included in every 
step of the development process. As a general rule, departments should get input from all 
groups potentially affected by the SOPs. This strategy borrows on concepts described in 
Total Quality Management, a business philosophy that encourages managers to get 
feedback from those using a service, as well as from workers who provide it. Member 
participation helps boost employee morale, increase “buy-in,” and promote a better 
understanding of the final product. 

Whenever possible, all affected viewpoints should be represented on the SOP 
Development Team. Regular members of the team might include: 

Operational or line emergency responders who carry out department SOPs and have the 
greatest stake in their success. 

• Safety program representatives, such as the Health and Safety Officer, Incident 
Safety Officer, Operational Medical Director, department physician, and safety 
and health committee members. 

• Managers, who have a broad organizational perspective that includes budgeting, 
public relations, political considerations, and other factors. 

• Representatives of labor unions and employee associations, who understand 
contractual issues, articulate the viewpoints of their members, and provide insight 
on alternative procedures. 

• Mutual-aid and regional response agency representatives, to help integrate and 
coordinate multi-jurisdictional responses. 

• Representatives from other local government agencies that may interface with 
department operations, such as a third-service EMS agency or municipal health 
agency. 

• Legal counsel or other personnel familiar with the content and implications of 
related laws, regulations, and standards. 
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• People with technical expertise in policy or systems analysis, operations research, 
evaluation theory, survey design, statistical analysis, technical writing, etc. 

The number of core members of the SOP Development Team should be limited to 
maintain a manageable span of control. Membership can be supplemented with 
temporarily assigned persons who possess specific expertise in needed areas. For 
example, SOPs affecting hazardous materials or technical rescue operations should be 
developed with extensive input from department members specializing in these functions. 

Periodically rotating members on and off the SOP Development Team at staggered 
intervals can help preserve continuity while maintaining interest and fresh perspectives. 
Although it may be helpful or necessary for some people to serve on both the Needs 
Assessment and SOP Development Teams, most members should be assigned to one or 
the other. This approach limits the burden on individual members, encourages diverse 
input, and promotes objectivity throughout the process. 

The structure and leadership of the team is also important. Possibilities include assigning 
special sub-teams or task forces for one-time studies, and creating standing sub-
committees for designated functional areas (e.g., health and safety, EMS). Personnel 
appointed as committee leaders need good interpersonal and group facilitation skills to 
help build consensus, integrate competing concerns, and facilitate decision-making. 
Broad technical expertise in a range of functional areas is also helpful. 

Top-level management representation can help add credibility and ensure that the team 
has the appropriate resources to accomplish its mission. Union representation is important 
for securing “buy-in” from rank-and-file department members, and may be required by 
collective bargaining agreements. Combination and volunteer departments need 
representation from all groups potentially affected by changes to the SOPs, including 
rescue squads, fire police, “utility” or paid call firefighters, etc. 

 
Provide Organizational Support 
Depending on the scope and nature of the effort, the SOP Development Team might 
require a substantial investment of departmental resources to accomplish its mission. 
Little is gained by setting up a team to prepare SOPs without giving members the 
organizational support needed to complete the job. Participants need time to attend group 
meetings, perform research and writing assignments, review draft documents, etc. 
Computers and dictation machines can be helpful, along with meeting space that is 
conducive to focused effort and group interaction. Technical writing and clerical support 
may be necessary for producing a finished document. 

In most cases, team members carry out committee work while continuing to perform their 
regular duties. However, some departments may choose to temporarily assign members 
to the SOP Development Team in order to streamline the process and encourage focused 
attention on the mission. Other departments may use a combination of regular meetings 
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and staff retreats, where members can concentrate completely on the SOP development 
task without distractions from regular duties. 

 
Establish Team Procedures 
At the beginning of the process, members must clearly define the team’s mission, goals, 
and objectives, including a projected timeframe for completing the study. Guidance from 
management should address such factors as the authority of the group, budget and 
available resources, and the desired end product. The team leader should then clarify 
expectations of individual members, including work assignments and standards of 
conduct in the development process. Meeting minutes and agendas should be prepared 
and distributed to members on a regular basis. Members should also document the work 
of the team to ensure accountability for department resources and to provide a written 
record of group proceedings for future reference. 

Committee members should quickly establish the “rules of the game.” In particular, 
individual roles and the mechanics of decision making-—-voting, negotiation, consensus-
building, delegation, comment procedures, etc.—must be determined and communicated 
to all participants. Related considerations might include meeting dynamics, quorums, 
rights of appeal, representation of minority opinions, and other procedural aspects of the 
group decision-making process. Team members also need to understand the process for 
implementing the new SOPs. For example, does the chief or agency head have authority 
to alter the SOP without further input from the team? Does the Board of Fire 
Commissioners or other governing authority have this power? 

Department resources and individual efforts will be wasted if the team’s work is not kept 
“on track.” Clearly defined roles, procedures, and project management systems are 
critical. This is where the recommendation to form a standing SOP Development Team 
can make a real difference. Once the team is in place, it should be able to address new or 
changing department needs quickly, without the inevitable organizational delays. Within 
the team, a variety of project management techniques can be used to monitor and 
facilitate the process. These range from the use of specialized software applications to 
more “low-tech” solutions like checklists, milestone charts, process diagrams, and 
flowcharts. 

 
Gather Information and Identify Alternatives 
The first task of the Development Team is to ensure that all members have a thorough 
under standing of work that has already been done. If prepared correctly, the Needs 
Assessment document described in Chapter 3 summarizes areas where SOPs are missing 
or deficient. It also contains much of the information required to identify alternative 
procedures, select the best alternative, and write a department-specific SOP. Finally, it 
serves as a valuable reference, providing the Development Team with supporting 
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documentation and a comprehensive list of information sources that may be used for 
additional research. 

Members of the SOP Development Team should familiarize themselves with the 
rationale for changes described in the Needs Assessment, along with any 
recommendations or comments by the Needs Assessment Team. Various approaches can 
be used to familiarize committee members with this information. Methods range from 
individual review of written materials to formal briefings by department managers or 
other experts. Whatever approach is taken, the goal is to avoid duplicating the work of 
the Needs Assessment Team. 

Additional research undertaken by the SOP Development Team at this stage should focus 
on gathering information, answering questions, resolving problems, and identifying 
alternative procedures for consideration as SOPs.  For example, the team might decide to 
examine the different approaches to common problems taken by neighboring departments 
with similar issues and emergency response requirements. 

Procedural alternatives can come from many sources. SOPs from other agencies might be 
modified to suit department requirements. Input from focus groups, drills, or exercises 
could form the basis for a new procedure. Specific language from regulations or 
standards can help identify procedural or technological options for the department to 
consider. Alternatives might be generated within the Development Team, using 
information gathered during the research effort, or based on input from other department 
members. Brainstorming within the group can be particularly helpful in this process; no 
alternative should be immediately discarded, however unorthodox it may seem at first. 

 
Analyze and Select Alternatives 
This step is where the SOP Development Team’s real work begins. Members apply the 
information gathered during the previous research phase to identify specific procedural 
methods for addressing the department’s needs. The basic analytical process involves a 
systematic review of each alternative from a range of different perspectives. Factors to 
consider include, but are not limited to, the following: 

• Feasibility—Is the proposed procedure realistic? Can it work “on the street” given 
the department’s operating environment? How will responders react? 

• Implementation factors- Can the procedural alternative be readily implemented 
given the current resources of the department? Will extensive training be required, 
must equipment be procured, or will new positions have to be created? 

• Compliance with regulations and standards—Does the proposed procedure 
comply with regulatory requirements and guidelines found in industry standards? 
Does it minimize departmental and individual liability? 
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• Political viability—Will the procedure survive the scrutiny of the public, 
politicians, and outside interest groups? How will it affect the department’s public 
image? Will member groups be willing to participate? How will individual career 
and volunteer members react? 

A variety of methods can be used to analyze competing alternatives, ranging from the use 
of a formal policy analysis framework to a simple rating system. Models for assessing 
alternatives might include cost/benefit analysis, risk/benefit analysis, event-tree analysis, 
what-if analysis, brainstorming, and group surveys. Whatever method is selected, it is 
important that every possible alternative be thoroughly and critically examined. 

The results of the analysis are then summarized and displayed for each alternative. The 
Development Team next decides on the best alternative procedures to develop into SOPs. 
The selection may be democratic, or the team might provide recommendations to the Fire 
Chief or agency head, who makes the ultimate decision. Deciding among competing 
alternatives can be difficult for a group, especially if the goal is to achieve consensus 
among all members. 

 
Write the SOP 
Once an alternative procedure has been selected, the next task faced by the Development 
Team is the actual creation of a written document. To be effective and usable by field 
personnel, SOPs must be written clearly and concisely, using a logical and consistent 
format. 

The following suggestions for writing SOPs will enhance the “user-friendliness” of the 
final product, a key variable in determining success or failure during implementation. 

• Level of detail—Generally speaking, SOPs should provide only broad procedural 
guide lines, not specific details of task performance. For example, a new SOP 
may include guidance to “vertically ventilate the roof of a building with a 
suspected back draft condition prior to committing interior forces.” However, too 
much detail is provided if the SOP describes related job tasks, such as, “(1) Check 
for overhead wires and obstructions prior to raising ladders to the roof (2) Raise 
at least two ladders to the roof ensuring that 3-5 rungs are protruding above the 
roof line; (3) Take tools to the roof including saws, axes, hooks, ropes, etc.; and 
(4) Cut at least a 4’ by 4’ hole and enlarge as needed.” Remember: SOPs are not 
training manuals; they are broad organizational guide lines for performing tasks 
that members have already been trained to accomplish safely and effectively. 

• Clarity and conciseness—SOPs should be clear, concise, and written in plain 
English. While simply excerpting regulatory language is easy for the SOP 
Development Team, such language is often difficult to understand and apply to 
operational situations. Clear and simple statements are the best way to describe 
actions in SOPs. Using an “outline” or “bulleted” style instead of a continuous 
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narrative simplifies the presentation of information and helps clarify relationships 
among different components of the SOP. 

 

• Target audience—Write for the majority of the department. Some members may 
require more help understanding the SOP than others. Others might already be 
highly experienced in the subject area. Generally, SOPs should be written to 
address the needs and educational level of the majority of department members, 
using language they can easily under stand. 

• Flexibility and ambiguity—To be effective, organizational guidelines must be 
unambiguous. At the same time, SOPs should provide enough flexibility for the 
on-scene commander to make decisions based on the situation at hand. Balancing 
the need to reduce ambiguity while maintaining flexibility can be difficult. 
Department SOPs should be precise but inherently flexible, permitting an 
acceptable level of discretion that reflects the nature of the situation and the 
judgment of the incident commander, (This concept should be explicitly stated at 
the beginning of the department SOP manual.) 

A related issue involves use of the terms “shall” and “may” when writing SOPs. An 
action pre ceded by the word “shall” is generally considered to be an inviolate rule, while 
using the term “may” implies greater flexibility and discretion by personnel. However, 
simply using “may” as an antecedent for every action can reduce the effectiveness of 
SOPs and lead to unnecessary ambiguity. By the same token, certain actions are so 
critical to health and safety that the term “shall” is obligatory, e.g., “companies shall not 
take the elevator directly to the fire floor in a high-rise building.” A clear understanding 
by all department personnel of the purpose and function of SOPs will help eliminate 
confusion and misunderstanding. 

A standardized format or “layout” for SOPs helps streamline the writing process. 
Additional benefits include improved integration of new SOPs into the department’s 
larger SOP manual, ease of revision or updating, and enhanced usability. 

Different formats may be used for SOPs depending on the intended audience and 
purpose. For example, SOPs intended for fire suppression operations may be formatted 
differently than operational protocols used by EMS personnel in the field. Regardless of 
their intended use, however, several items are usually included in any SOP: 

• Numbering system - Important for reference, usability, and integrating individual 
SOPs into the overall manual. 

• Effective date - The date the SOP is officially adopted for use in the field. (This 
may be different from the date of issue. The effective date may be purposefully 
later than the date of issue to allow for all department members to be informed 
and/or educated on the new SOP.) 

• Expiration/review date - Important for ensuring the currency of SOPs by 
establishing a date for periodic review and revision, if needed. 
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• Title - For ease of reference and usability. 

• Description of purpose or rationale statement - Describes the purpose of the SOP, 
why it is needed, and what it intends to accomplish. 

• Authority signature(s) - Indicates that the SOP was properly created, reviewed, 
and approved by the Fire Chief or agency head, department attorney, medical 
director, and/or other responsible authorities. Some departments include an 
indication of endorsement by member organizations such at an IAFF local. 

• Scope - situations for which the SOP was created and the intended audience. 

• General procedures - The “body” of the SOP; sets forth broad procedural 
guidelines for fire and EMS department operations. 

• Specific procedures - Specific actions necessary under the SOP to safely mitigate 
a situation. 

• References - Source material used to create the SOP or useful in future 
evaluations. 

Several sample SOP formats are provided at the end of this chapter. Departments should 
examine these and other samples to develop a format that reflects their unique operational 
needs and organizational preferences. 

 
Review and Test the SOP 
Conducting a “peer review” of draft SOPs can be extremely informative for team 
members and department managers. The process involves sending copies of the draft 
SOP to all or selected department personnel affected by the SOP and others with 
pertinent knowledge or experience in the subject area. For example, the team might send 
a draft SOP for “High-Rise Fire Operations” to companies located in response areas with 
a heavy concentration of large buildings or to members of related special teams (e.g., 
aircraft firefighting personnel). Drafts might also be sent to mutual-aid or other agencies 
that are affected by the SOP but not represented on the Development Team. 

Comments received during this review often contain valuable insights on the feasibility 
of the SOP, helping to identify problems before they occur. Conversely, they may simply 
serve to verify the efforts of the Development Team, also beneficial information. For 
hard data, formal critiques, drills, and exercises can be conducted to test SOPs. Indeed, 
there is perhaps no better way to safely determine the effectiveness of a new SOP than by 
conducting a realistic, real-time exercise. 

Information gathered during the peer review and testing process should be analyzed to 
identify areas where modifications are needed. Documents under review should be 
clearly marked 
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 “DRAFT” and the revision dates shown, so that reviewers know which iteration they are 
examining and what has been done with their earlier comments. While it may be difficult, 
the Development Team should not be afraid to totally revamp SOPs found deficient 
during this phase of the process. SOPs are vitally important documents, and it would be 
irresponsible to release a new guideline without thorough testing and revision. Ideally, 
the department will live with the SOP for a long time, so it is important to get it right. 
Peer review and testing should be performed as many times as necessary to ensure the 
issuance of a valid, usable SOP. 

Once an essentially “finished” SOP document is produced, it should be reviewed by legal 
counsel, the health and safety officer, operational medical director, etc., to ensure 
compatibility with existing regulations, protocols, and department policies. A review by 
any member organizations not involved in the development process should also take 
place to allow for comments and to provide for an opportunity of “ownership.” 

 
Ratify and Approve the SOP 
The individual or office approving the SOP should have expertise and clearly defined 
authority in the subject area. Usually, the Fire Chief or agency head performs this role. 
This person may have taken an active role throughout the development process or may 
limit involvement to this final phase. If authority derives from persons with no 
emergency response expertise (e.g., political appointees), a mechanism for a meaningful 
ratification process must be established. In any case, organizational leaders must fully 
under stand the rationale for, and the implications of, adopting the SOP. 

Depending on the complexity of the SOP, it may be necessary to give department 
decision-makers a detailed briefing on its contents. Team members should stand ready to 
explain the process used to identify and select the procedural alternative that forms the 
basis of the SOP. Members should also be prepared to quickly evaluate and provide 
feedback on recommendations or revisions requested by the Fire Chief and others. 

The best way to prevent complications during ratification and approval is to have 
followed a comprehensive, systematic, and well-conceived process during development. 
Managers responsible for approving SOPs produced through such a process should 
carefully consider the negative impact of making last-minute unsupported changes to the 
work of the Development Team. Such changes might reduce the effectiveness of the 
team’s work and lead to the adoption of less-than-optimal SOPs. In addition, team 
members and others may be less willing to participate or give their best effort in future 
development efforts. 
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Summary 
Any official written document that sets forth an operational guideline is defined as a 
standard operating procedure. SOPs are not training materials; they build on training, 
providing an organizational blueprint for operational safety and efficiency. Too much or 
too little detail in SOPs limits their usefulness and effectiveness on the incident scene. 

An organized, methodical development process is the best approach for preparing 
effective and valid SOPs. The process should be conceived as an integrated whole, and as 
such, its success is determined by the sum of its parts. The quality of SOPs will largely 
reflect the composition and leadership of the SOP Development Team, the level of 
support provided by the department, the team’s ability to establish realistic goals and 
acceptable procedures, the nature of research and analysis performed by the team, and the 
team’s ability to select appropriate alternatives and justify the results. 

SOPs must be written clearly, concisely, and unambiguously. They should be organized 
and presented in a manner that is “user-friendly” and readily accessible during 
operations. All department personnel should understand that, with the exception of 
critical health and safety issues (identified by the term “shall”), SOPs can be modified to 
suit the exigencies of a particular situation, based on the judgment of the incident 
commander. 

While certain elements are usually incorporated in all SOPs, a variety of different formats 
is possible, depending on the purpose and intended audience. Peer review and testing are 
vitally important for ensuring that potential problems or conflicts are identified prior to 
finalizing SOPs. Fire Chiefs and agency heads are ultimately responsible for SOPs, and 
must thoroughly under stand them before final approval and distribution. 

Sample SOP Formats 
The following pages represent several formats used by various fire and EMS department 
for standard operating procedures. These SOPs are presented as examples of SOP format, 
not con tent. SOP content topic areas are discussed further in Appendix B. 
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VIRGINIA BEACH FIRE DEPARTMENT    SOP 0 14 

Media Releases         05/01/91 

 

MEDIA RELEASES 
PURPOSE 
To ensure accurate information flow from the fire ground to the news media. This should 
eliminate faulty, inappropriate information from being relayed to the press. 

SCOPE 
The following guidelines are to be utilized when releasing information to the news media. 
Furthermore, Company Officers are encouraged to assist the media at the company level. 

POLICY 
A public information worksheet has been developed to assist personnel when dealing 
with the press. All items on the worksheet are appropriate for release to the press. Be 
factual in your responses. Do not speculate or give “off the record” responses. 
Appropriate and factual information is a positive public relations tool. 

The following guidelines define who is to deal with the press on fire incident related 
issues: 

• On The Fire Scene Press personnel should be directed to the Incident Commander 
or the Public Information Officer if he/she is present. 

• After Calls Requests for information should be directed to the Public Information 
Officer or his/her designee. If the Public Information Officer is not present, the 
Battalion Officer involved with the call should release information in accordance 
with departmental guidelines. 

Only these people will deal with the press in the majority of cases. Utilize the worksheet 
to insure appropriate information is relayed to the press. This should eliminate faulty, 
inappropriate or legally incorrect information from being relayed to the press. 

- Dispatchers: If the press contacts the EOC for information, they are to be referred to 
the appropriate personnel as designated above. 

- Battalion Officers: Information concerning any “working” incident, or any incident 
which may be of interest to the media, should be sent to the department’s Public 
Information Officer via the E-mail system. The information should be the basic data 
from the Public Information Worksheet. 

All other news related matters should be referred to the Chief’s Office. The only 
exception to this would be in the areas of internal issues of a volunteer company. 

For additional clarification, contact the Deputy Chief of Operations. 
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PUBLIC INFORMATION OFFICER 
The Fire Department Public Information Officer (PIO) is responsible for the coordination 
and release of information regarding fires or other emergency related incidents in which 
the Fire Department is involved. He/she will assist the Incident Commander by obtaining 
and disseminating information concerning the incident to the news media. 

It should be understood that a Public Information Officer will not be required on every 
incident. Those times when a PIO does not respond, an officer at the scene should gather 
information using the “public information worksheet” and provide this information to 
inquiring media. 

The PIO will be notified of the following types of incidents: 

• Working fires 

• All technical rescue incidents 

• Any accident involving injury or death to citizens or firefighters 

• Hazardous materials incidents 

• At the request of the Incident Commander 

The PIO will use his/her discretion in responding based on the information provided by 
the dispatcher and/or the Incident Commander. 
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Lee’s Summit Fire Department    SECTION XVII 

STANDARD OPERATING PROCEDURE  SUBJECT MUTUAL AID 
 

A. SCOPE 
This standard operating procedures is designed to set forth the rendering and requesting 
of mutual aid involving other governmental fire departments and emergency medical 
services. 

B. DEPARTMENTS WITH MUTUAL AID CONTRACTS 
The following departments have mutual aid contracts with Lee’s Sum mit Fire 
Department covering all types of emergencies including fire, emergency medical, rescue, 
and hazardous materials services: 

1. City of Belton 

2, Central Cass Fire Protection District 

3. Central Jackson County Fire Protection District 

4. Fort Usage Fire Protection District 

5. City of Grandview 

6. City of Harrisonville 

7. City of Independence 

8. Johnson City Fire Protection District 

9. City of Kansas City, Missouri 

10 City of Liberty 

11. Lone Jack Fire Protection District 

12. Lotawana Fire Protection District 

13. N.E. Cass Fire Protection District 

14. City of Pleasant Hill 

15. Prarie Township Fire Protection District 

16. Raytown Fire Protection District 

17. Sni-Valley Fire Protection District 

18. South Metropolitan Fire Protection District 

19. City of Sugar Creek 

20. City of Warrensburg 

21, West Peculiar Fire Protection District 
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C. RESPONSE TO REOUESTS 
1. The on-duty shift commander shall authorize all mutual aid responses. The shift 
commander shall provide all requested assistance as long as on-going Lee’s 
Summit emergency operations are not adversely affected and minimum coverage 
standard operating procedures can be met with Lee’s Summit or mutual aid units. 

2. Our department may be requested for the Western Missouri Fire Chiefs Foam 
Bank from departments that we do not have a mutual aid contract with. Such aid 
with the foam bank will be pro vided if the calling department indicates that they 
are a Foam Bank member. 

3. If a department requests mutual aid other than the Foam Bank and does not 
have a mutual aid contract with Lee’s Summit, an inquiry will be made if they are 
requesting mutual aid through the State Mutual Aid Plan. If their response is in 
the affirmative, the mutual aid E-O-C will be activated and the regional 
coordinator will be notified and our department will attempt to provide the 
assistance that is requested. 

 

D.  REQUESTING MUTUAL AID 
Requests for mutual aid may be made by the shift commander, the incident commander, 
the communications specialist, or the 5—0—C officer. 

1. The on-duty communications specialists are authorized to automatically utilize 
mutual aid to “fill out” alarm assignments or to provide minimum coverage. 

2. The field requests to the Communications Center can be either specific by 
department and equipment or a general re quest by the number and type of units 
needed. 

3. When the Communications Center receives general requests from the field, the 
pre-designated mutual aid departments for specific box numbers shall be utilized. 
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GENERAL ORDER 9 5-009      Dec. 1, 1995 

 

SUBJECT: MANDATORY USE OF PERSONAL ALERT SAFETY SYSTEMS  

(PASS ALARMS) 

 

I. PURPOSE 
This order: 

A. establishes the Chicago Fire Department’s policy and procedures regarding the 
mandatory use of Personal Alert Safety Systems (PASS Alarms). 

B. defines department and member responsibilities in the maintenance, repair and 
replacement of pass alarms. 

C. becomes effective December 16, 1995. 

 

II POLICY 
A. In the event a member or members become disabled or trapped at an incident, 
the use of the pass alarm shall enable the member or members who are so 
equipped, to be located more readily. 

B. It is mandatory that all personnel—with the exception of engineers—engaged 
in suppression activities, responding to a fire (confirmed or unconfirmed), 
hazardous materials incident, and all other incidents of an unknown nature, wear 
and activate their pass alarm device upon arrival at the scene of the incident. 

C. The pass alarm will be affixed to the department issued utility belt, or to the 
pass alarm device holder if the member’s turnout coat is so equipped. 

 

III PROCEDURE 
A.  All members equipped with pass alarms shall wear and activate their devices 
on the fire ground or emergency scene. Possible exceptions would be at 
ambulance assist incidents or T.O.C. inspections, etc, where pass alarm would be 
worn by the member but not activated. 

B.  The wearing and use of the pass alarm device is required on the fire ground, 
with the exception of those chief officers and other personnel operating at the 
command post, staging area or similar areas. 

C.  A pass alarm device that is damaged (unserviceable) not due to a member’s 
negligence, shall be replaced at the department’s expense. If negligence is deter 
mined the member shall replace the pass alarm, as per department policy, and 
may also result in appropriate discipline. 
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IV, TESTING OF PASS ALARM DEVICES 
A. Immediately, upon completion of testing their sefi contained breathing 
apparatus each morning, all chiefs, company officers and firefighters shall test 
their pass alarm device that has been turned over to them by their relief. 

B. The results of the pass alarm device shall be reported to the company officer, 
who shall record the results in the company journal. The information in the 
journal shall consist of the pass alarm unit identification number alongside the 
name of the member using the unit. 

C. Pass alarms shall be retested after each use during the duty day. 

D. Chief officers assigned to non-platoon duty shall test their pass alarms at least 
once each week and after each use. 

E. Any need for a replacement battery, defects, or requests for service shall be 
immediately reported through channels to district headquarters by the company 
officer. District chiefs/deputy district chiefs shall be responsible for contacting 
Breathing Apparatus Service, and for issuing a spare pass alarm unit until the 
problem has been resolved. 

F. The results of all testing, replacement of batteries, or exchange of units shall be 
logged on the individual record card for that pass alarm device, indicating who 
performed the activity and the name of the officer who supervised such activity. 

 

V. RESPONSIBILITIES 
A. Chief Officers and company officers shall enter the receipt of all pass alarm 
devices into their company inventory records. 

B. Chief Officers and company officers shall have the joint responsibility to 
ensure all personnel are in compliance with this order. 
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Implementing Standard Operating 
Procedures 
 
Introduction 
The act of developing or modifying a standard operating procedure, as discussed in 
Chapter 4, is not the end of the road. SOPs must be effectively implemented within the 
department to have the desired impact—improved safety and enhanced performance on 
the job. In fact, a new or modified SOP that is performed incorrectly or simply ignored by 
responsible personnel may be more dangerous than the old procedure it was designed to 
replace. 

Implementation includes all the steps that departments take to introduce the SOP to 
potential users and make it an integral and accepted part of normal operations. The 
implementation process is designed to ensure that: 

Everyone is informed about the new or modified SOP and understands the significance of 
the change. 

Copies of the SOP are distributed as needed and readily accessible to all potential users. 

Personnel know their roles and have the knowledge and skills necessary to implement the 
SOP safely and effectively (including an understanding of consequences for failing to 
comply). 

A mechanism exists to monitor performance, identify potential problems, and provide 
support in the implementation process. 

 

The best approach for implementing SOPs 
depends on many factors, including the 
nature of the required changes, the size and 
resources of the department, and 
management preferences. The first step is 
developing an implementation strategy and 
plan. Then, generic steps, which reflect the 
objectives defined above, include 
Notification, Distribution and Accessibility, 
Training and Performance Monitoring 

Chapter 

5 
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Implementation Planning 
The development or modification of SOPs must be accompanied by a plan to implement 
the new procedure within the department. The implementation plan provides an 
opportunity to think through related tasks, assignments, schedules, and resource needs. 
The planning process may be formal or informal, depending on the requirement. 

The first step is to decide on the purpose and scope of the task to be accomplished. 
Several important questions need to be considered: 

• How many SOPs are being implemented? A whole new set of SOPs? A major 
portion of the SOPs? One or two SOPs? 

• How significant are the changes to existing SOPs? What are the potential 
consequences if the SOPs are not implemented quickly or effectively? 

• Who needs to know about the changes to the SOPs? Do different groups need 
different types of information? 

• What are effective ways of disseminating information within the department? 
What methods have worked before and what methods have been unsuccessful? 

• Is training necessary to ensure competence in the new SOPs? How will 
performance be monitored and enhanced? 

• Would the SOPs be most effectively implemented by using a well publicized 
changeover date or a defined phase-in period? 

The answers to these questions determine the strategy and methods in the implementation 
plan. The approach might vary from simple notification during member meetings to on-
the-job training for selected members to formal classroom sessions for the entire 
department. For example, a small volunteer fire department creating its first set of SOPs 
will take a drastically different approach than a larger career department doing a minor 
update of one or two SOPs affecting only the hazardous materials team. 

 
Notification 
The first step is making sure that all personnel are aware of the upcoming change in 
procedures. In addition, outside groups that influence or coordinate with fire service 
emergency response operations should be notified as necessary, e.g., community 
officials, mutual aid organizations, insurance carriers, employee groups, local hospitals, 
legal counsel, and state or regional regulatory bodies. Management might even consider 
informing citizens and special interest groups, thereby taking advantage of the public 
relations and public education opportunities that arise when fire service operations are 
improved. 

Besides informing people, the notification process has other objectives, such as 
identifying potential SOP implementation problems and encouraging compliance and 
personal accountability. Therefore, when possible, managers should provide 
opportunities for members and outside group representatives to ask questions and give 
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feedback. Departments may also wish to consider mechanisms that require personnel to 
acknowledge receipt of the notification and understanding of its content. 

Notifications like this in career agencies are frequently covered during shift or division 
roll calls. Company officers are made responsible for disseminating information to their 
crews and documenting attendance/signoff at these sessions. This approach allows for 
“real time” questioning and opportunities for “customizing” the information, if necessary, 
for the personnel involved. In volunteer agencies, notifications may occur at monthly 
business meetings or training drills. Documentation of notification will be served in this 
case through attendance records or training rosters. 

Because of the legal and operational implications of new SOPs, a formal written 
notification process is often best. Typically, a letter is sent to each person and 
organization on the list, some times with copies of the new SOPs attached (see 
Distribution in the following section). The letter should, at a minimum, describe the 
nature and purpose of the organizational change; the SOPs superceded or modified, 
personnel and/or positions affected the implementation plan and schedule, and contacts 
for further information. In particular, the letter should highlight the effective date of the 
new SOP, making sure that adequate time is available after formal notification for all 
steps in the implementation process and for personnel to make any necessary transitions. 

Other communications methods may be useful to support written notification—articles in 
department newsletters, mention during staff meetings, posting on bulletin boards, 
follow-up contact in person or by phone, and even stories in local print and broadcast 
media. Development of a notification plan and related checklists can be helpful for 
managing the process. The approach taken should reflect the nature of the SOP, as well 
as organizational preferences and resources. However, in all cases, departments should 
view notification as a “process” rather than an “event.” The process should include 
opportunities to reinforce understanding and acceptance of the new SOP by responsible 
personnel, and mechanisms to document the results. 

 
Distribution and Accessibility 
Distribution is the next topic to consider in the implementation plan. Employees cannot 
implement SOPs if they don’t know what they are. Copies of new SOPs must be 
available to all personnel who may be affected. If personnel do not have access to new or 
revised procedures, they cannot necessarily be held accountable for carrying them out. 
SOPs should always be accessible! 

Whether the organization is developing its first set of SOPs, reissuing sections of the 
existing SOP manual, or initiating a single new policy, it’s best to provide a copy to every 
individual with related responsibilities. Some departments may not be able to provide 
copies of SOPs to every member. In these cases, the department leadership should make 
every effort to find creative ways of making the information available. 

Whether or not a department can make individual copies available, the department should 
provide all employees with easy access to a complete copy of the SOP Manual. This copy 
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should be up- to-date and maintained in a location that is known and accessible to all. 
One method is to place a printed copy in a binder or cover that distinguishes it from other 
materials in a library or common access area. SOP Manuals should be in every fire 
station and administrative facility. Copies must be tamper-resistant and regularly checked 
against “master files” since mischief and sabotage in firehouses are possible. 
Responsibility for maintaining and updating these “official” copies should be given to a 
member of the leadership team. 

If the technology is available, the agency may wish to place SOPs on a computer system. 
Methods for doing this can vary greatly with the resources available to the department. A 
sophisticated Intranet type of system is possible, or the SOPs could simply be placed in a 
folder on a computer or server that all department members can access, Care should be 
taken to protect the master SOP files so they are not accidentally or purposefully 
tampered with. 

Some departments and agencies now maintain SOPs on their organization’s web site. A 
good example for regional organizations is the Florida Fire Chiefs Association’s State 
Disaster Plan, which contains SOPs for activating units during disaster situations. It can 
be viewed on their web site located at http://www.floridafire.org/pubs/DRP.htm an 
example of a lengthy SOP for high rise fires in a large municipality can be found on the 
Los Angeles Fire Department web site, accessible at http://www.lafd.org/docfiles.htm 

Another information distribution method gaining favor is “fax on demand.” In this 
system, users telephone a central data point, select a particular SOP, and have it faxed to 
them. Other departments provide SOPs on computer disks to be loaded in computers at 
each station. 

Organization size, geography, resources, and preferences will influence the process by 
which the SOPs are distributed. A large organization, spread over several hundred square 
miles, may rely on computerized distribution systems. Small organizations with few 
stations and personnel may distribute paper copies. Volunteer organizations might 
disseminate information at meetings of the membership. Whatever the method selected, 
the goal is to have the SOPs readily available for personnel to learn from, train with, and 
reference as needed. 

When distributing new or revised SOPs, the agency should maintain records listing the 
recipient, date, and place. Hand delivery assures that individuals have been given the 
opportunity to see the SOP. Another method may be to require recipients to sign a 
receipt, which is kept on file for the time the SOP is valid. Many agencies use their 
battalion chiefs, company officers and roving fire marshals to distribute information to 
the field personnel/members, and use a roster for each person to initial that they received 
the new or revised SOP. In some agencies, unit, company or battalion/division officers 
may be required to acknowledge, by signature, that they have made the personnel or 
members under their command aware of the new or revised SOPs content and intent. 
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Training 
Effective implementation of SOPs often requires that personnel be trained in the new 
procedures. Depending on the situation, instruction may be formal or informal, conducted 
in the classroom or on the job. As with any type of training, program design should 
follow accepted principles of adult education, taking into consideration four general 
components: motivation, transfer of information, opportunities to practice new skills, and 
demonstration of competence. 

 
Training Needs Assessment 
In Chapter 3, the use of a formal needs assessment was discussed as a tool for analyzing 
the department’s existing SOPs. A needs assessment can also be helpful during the SOP 
implementation phase to identify training requirements. This type of study asks the 
following types of questions: 

• Who needs to be trained in the new or revised SOP(s)? 

• What instructional content should be covered? What training methods will be 
most effective? 

• How will understanding and competence be evaluated? 

• How long will the training sessions take? How will training be scheduled and 
administered? 

 
Training Audience 
The first step of the needs assessment process is identifying who needs training. The 
answer to this question depends on the nature of the SOP, the scope of recent changes, 
individual responsibilities within the department, and other factors. Suffice it to say that 
everyone who needs it should receive the appropriate training: skills-level training for 
those who actually carry out the SOP or evaluate job performance; knowledge-level 
training for personnel whose work requires them to interface with the first group; and 
awareness level training for everyone else. However, keep in mind that formal classroom 
sessions are not always required or the best way to transfer information! 

In general, the needs assessment study identifies, at a minimum, the number of people 
who need training and broad categories of training needs. Other outputs might include a 
review of previous training and training delivery issues (audience preferences, 
availability, location, etc.). Methods for conducting the analysis typically rely on the 
expertise of staff members and other experts, although more formal approaches—
surveys, statistical analyses, performance evaluations, etc. — are possible. 
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Training Content and Methods 
Training should clarify the content and intent of the SOP. Technical content will vary 
with the SOP and the audience’s job assignments. Instruction should also include an 
explanation of the purpose and rationale behind the procedure. For example, a typical 
SOP to ensure the safety of personnel during a vehicle accident victim extrication might 
require two persons in full protective clothing and SCBA to stand by with a charged hose 
line. Trainees must understand not only how to comply with the SOP, but appreciate why 
it was created in the first place: for their own safety! 

Remember that SOPs are agency guidelines for applying specific job skills and related 
theory. Training generally assumes that individuals already know how to properly 
perform the basic job functions: fire suppression, emergency medical care, hazardous 
materials response, technical rescue, or disaster operations. In other words, SOP training 
complements basic job skills training by focusing on related decision-making 
requirements—the “who, what, when, where, and some times how” of the procedure. 
Instruction in the proper manipulation of tools and equipment, treatment side effects, and 
precautions is addressed in other training and education. 

Another important consideration in SOP training is the methods that will be used. Certain 
methods may be more suitable for specific training requirements. For example, 
classroom-training sessions, with ample opportunities for group discussion and 
interaction, may be useful for implementing a new SOP on personnel practices in the 
municipality, Conversely, a new SOP that covers response to high rise building fires 
might benefit by training that takes a more “hands approach, perhaps involving personnel 
in practical evolutions or exercises, or doing a walk through in new construction. 

Keep in mind that SOPs are important procedural guidelines, implying the application of 
critical physical and/or decision-making skills in a potentially dangerous and demanding 
environment. Whenever possible, training should incorporate opportunities to practice 
these skills in a safe and supportive setting. Instructional methods that are particularly 
useful for this purpose include role plays, simulations, drills, supervised on-the-job 
training, tabletop and functional exercises, and other types of classroom activities that 
require students to perform aspects of the task. 

 
Ensuring Competence 
SOPs are vital to the operation of the agency and the safety of fire service workers and 
the public. For this reason, the department must ensure that personnel thoroughly 
understand the SOP and are capable of performing the tasks they are assigned. This is 
particularly important when educating members and personnel on safety-related SOPs. 

There are different ways of ensuring competence after training. In some cases, students 
can demonstrate competence to the instructor’s satisfaction through discussions, question 
and answer sessions, classroom activities, and demonstrations of key skills. In other 
situations, formal testing mechanisms or performance evaluations may be more 
appropriate. The method chosen should reflect the nature of the SOP and the potential for 
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adverse consequences, such as injury or death, if students are unable to perform 
satisfactorily back on the job. 

Understanding of and competence in SOPs is critical both immediately after training, and 
through out the life of the SOP. An agency’s implementation plan should address more 
than just short- term training. How many members will be competent in the SOP in one 
year? How about in five years? Periodic reevaluation and refresher training should be 
considered to ensure that members and personnel not only understand the SOP after it is 
implemented, but for as long as the new procedure is in effect. 

 
Training Scheduling and Administration 
The identification of training requirements—audience members, technical content, 
instructional methodologies, and evaluation mechanisms—prepares the department for 
developing a training plan and schedule. The training plan answers the following types of 
questions: 

• What training materials are needed? Who will prepare them? 

• What qualifications do instructors need? Who has these qualifications? Who is 
available to serve as instructors? 

• What facilities, special equipment, and supplies are needed? Are they available in 
house? Can they be procured from outside sources? 

• What timeframe is appropriate for initial training and refresher training? 

• Can training be integrated with other training or department activities? 

• What records should be maintained? What reporting requirements are applicable? 

Keep in mind when designing the plan that training is perhaps the most critical 
component of the SOP implementation process. The best SOP will be ineffective or even 
dangerous if personnel are not motivated to or are incapable of carrying it out. Poor 
performance can lead to unnecessary injuries, costs, and lawsuits. For these reasons, an 
adequate amount of time must be allowed in the training schedule. Some policies will not 
require extensive orientation and are self-defining; others will require more explanation 
and definition, depending on the complexity of the procedure/policy. Organizations with 
many employees may pose problems with scheduling and logistics to assure the intent 
and content of the SOP is communicated clearly to all who need it. 

 
Performance Monitoring 
As part of the implementation process, departments must establish a mechanism to 
monitor job performance and ensure that personnel carry out the new SOPs correctly. The 
process should be designed to 1) compare worker performance with expectations 
established by the new SOP, 2) identify potential problems, and 3) specify ways to 
improve implementation or provide additional support to personnel. 
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For SOPs to be effective, individuals must be accountable for their job performance. 
However, the purpose of performance monitoring as described here is not for enforcing a 
standard that may lead to disciplinary actions. Individual accountability in this context is 
related to the effectiveness of the implementation process—personnel cannot be held 
accountable if they haven’t been prop erly notified about SOP changes, given access to 
the new SOP, adequately trained in its use, etc. The threat of discipline can sometimes 
detract from the greater purpose of the SOP, perhaps causing resentment and even 
resistance among employees. For these reasons, disciplinary pro cesses, although 
important for departments to define and enforce, should be handled separately as part of 
personnel policies, not operational procedures. 

Like all aspects of the implementation process, performance monitoring should be 
planned in advance. Planning should identify such factors as the methods to be used, the 
role of supervisors and other personnel, record keeping and reporting requirements, and 
processes for correcting deficiencies. The approach selected can be formal or informal, 
simple or complex, as dictated by the nature of the SOP and the potential consequences 
of unsatisfactory job performance. 

Whenever possible, the methods chosen for performance monitoring should incorporate 
objective measures of job performance, i.e., ways to compare actual performance with 
pre-established criteria that reflect current expectations under the new SOP. Ideally, these 
indicators were identified during the SOP needs assessment; in effect, they are the 
measurable objectives of the SOP development process. This approach ties together SOP 
development and implementation, and promotes objectivity in the analysis. 

More subjective methods should also be included in the plan. These approaches are often 
easier to implement and, when interpreted correctly, provide a wealth of information. 
Examples include: 

• Supervisor observations 

• Interviews with personnel 

• Interviews with members of the public 

• Team meetings and discussions 

• Incident debriefings 

• Drills and exercises—observations and critiques 

• Surveys 

Besides helping to ensure that SOPs are implemented correctly, the results of 
performance monitoring provide input for the next phase of the SOP process—
evaluation. This subject is discussed in more detail in the next chapter. 
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Summary 
The approach used to implement new or revised SOPs is critical to their success in 
helping agencies manage operational risks and enhance the actions of employees. 
Effective implementation generally involves preparation of a strategy and plan that is 
tailored to the requirement as necessary. Elements of the plan should address: 

• Notification of members and others with a need to know 

• Distribution of copies to potential users 

• Placement and maintenance of reference copies 

• Methods to identify and quantify training needs 

• Training delivery and administration Competency testing and certification 

• Ongoing performance monitoring and employee support 

Without proper implementation, new SOPs may be ineffective, unused, or unsafe. 
Therefore, implementation planning should be a key component in any agency’s 
approach when creating new SOPs or revising existing ones. 
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Evaluating Standard Operating Procedures 
 
Introduction 
Standard operating procedures are not static documents. Once an 
agency implements new SOPs, they cannot be simply handed on 
to successive generations without revision. Operational and organizational standards 
change over time, and SOPs have to change with them. 

Evaluation is the systematic analysis of operations and activities for the purpose of 
determining the overall effectiveness of SOPs. The focus is on 1) identifying changes that 
have occurred as a result of the SOP, and 2) assessing whether the purpose and objectives 
of the SOP have been accomplished. This information is then used to decide if the SOP 
or other department activities need to be modified. 

Any fire service program is incomplete without a formal evaluation component. 
Evaluation is the “feedback loop” in the SOP development process, providing managers 
with a mechanism to continually refine and improve operations (see Figure 6-1). 
Although evaluation may seem like the “final step,” it actually leads to a new beginning 
in the ongoing and cyclical SOP management process. 

Evaluation is not the same as performance monitoring, which was discussed in the last 
chapter. Although some of the methods are the same, the purpose of performance 
monitoring is to make sure that personnel comply with the SOP and perform it 
correctly—in effect asking, “are we doing things right?” The goal is primarily to improve 
implementation of the SOP. 

Evaluation, on the other hand, looks at the 
same employee actions, but asks, “are we 
doing the right thing?” In other words, does 
the SOP accomplish what was originally 
intended, and how can it be made more 
effective? The goal in this case is to assess 
and redesign the SOP, if needed. The analysis 
can also be used to justify program efforts and 
costs, motivate personnel, and improve the 
overall SOP management program. 

 

 

 

Chapter 

6 
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Figure 6-1 

A Systems View of Evaluation 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Evaluation Process 
Evaluation is a planned process with a distinct series of steps that provide specific types 
of information. The goal is to assess the results of the SOP, a task that requires asking the 
following types of questions: 

• What were employee behaviors and actions before the SOP was implemented? 
What administrative or operational problem was the SOP designed to address? 

• Was the new SOP fully implemented, or were there unexpected barriers to full 
implementation? 

• How did employee behaviors and actions change after introduction of the SOP? 

• Were the changes in behaviors and actions what were intended? Was the purpose 
of the SOP accomplished? 

• Is the need for the SOP still current? Is the current SOP still the best solution? 

The “purpose and intentions” of the SOP are defined in the form of evaluation criteria 
measurable objectives that serve as benchmarks for assessing progress. For example, 
criteria might be established to help evaluate employee attitudes, technical knowledge, or 
competence in specific physical skills. Alternatively, managers can compare meaningful 
operational statistics (e.g., response times, injuries, exposures, and inventory levels—
virtually any type of response and program data) with accepted standards and practices, if 
known. This latter approach is particularly useful when technology or regulatory 
requirements change. 

SOP Needs 
Assessment 

(Input) 

SOP 
Development 

(Transformation) 

SOP 
Implementation 
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SOP 
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For our purposes, there are two general types of evaluations: periodic or standard reviews 
and special evaluations each is described in the following sections. 

Periodic Review of SOPs 
Organizations tend to get complacent without a built-in mechanism to ensure regular 
reviews of operational policies and practices. A periodic review of SOPs allows agencies 
to look at how they currently do things and determine whether it is the best (i.e., the most 
effective, efficient, and safe) way to conduct business. 

Periodic evaluations are based on the assumption that things will not always go as 
planned, and fire service leaders need a structured approach to manage change in our 
fast-paced and complex society. One method to ensure that existing policies and 
procedures are up to date and effective is to plan regularly scheduled evaluations of 
SOPs. These wide-ranging reviews also help motivate employees by emphasizing the 
importance of the SOPs and demonstrating the department’s commitment to keeping 
them current. 

There are no hard and fast rules about the frequency and timing of periodic evaluations. 
For some agencies, a formal review every six months may be prudent. For others, an 
annual or biannual review might work. Agencies undergoing major organizational 
changes could decide to time evaluations after significant milestones in the process. Each 
agency must determine when and how often evaluations are necessary. The results should 
be institutionalized in management and operations plans. 

Creative ways can often be found to get around administrative or technological obstacles. 
For example, a large department may want to conduct reviews of SOPs every six months, 
but supervisors are concerned about changing policies and procedures so frequently. The 
solution might be to review 25% of the SOPs every six months, which would mean 
evaluating the complete set of SOPs once every two years. Other agencies have found 
ways to streamline planning processes by incorporating reviews of SOPs into other 
planning efforts. For example, a small department that conducts reviews of programs and 
services while putting together the annual budget may find that this is also a perfect 
opportunity to review SOPs. 

Since evaluating and revising SOPs can be complex and time-consuming, the process 
must be well planned. Evaluations should be undertaken only in response to a compelling 
need, not simply to “wordsmith” guidelines or to create “busywork.” Furthermore, the 
process should be completed as expeditiously as possible, avoiding situations where 
SOPs seem to remain in constant flux, with endless drafts floating around for comment. 
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Special Evaluations 
Occasions may arise when agencies need to conduct an unscheduled evaluation of one or 
procedures. These reviews fall outside the standard mechanism set up by the agency for 
periodic reviews of SOPs. Special evaluations are stand-alone, limited studies designed to 
solve specific challenges and deficiencies. They usually involve only a portion of the 
SOP set, perhaps focusing on a specific operational function or program element. The 
methods and techniques used will reflect the targeted nature of the study, as well as 
departmental preferences and resources. 

Special evaluations may be conducted for any number of reasons, including: 

• An incident that resulted in a bad outcome for the community or department. 

• New construction in the community. 

• Special construction buildings. 

• A change in federal, state, or local laws and regulations. 

• A revision to NFPA or other consensus standards. 

• A change in internal policies or labor contracts. 

• A leadership turnover resulting in new management priorities. 

• Economic and demographic changes in the community. 

• Organizational mission changes. 

• Legal decisions establishing important new precedents. 

• Identified operational performance problems. 

• Changes in staffing or equipment. 

• Changes in mutual or automatic aid agreements or arrangements. 

For example, what would happen if a new stadium is built in the community? Fire and 
emergency services agencies that will respond to incidents at the stadium may need to 
develop new SOPs to guide firefighters and emergency medical providers upon arrival. 
The addition of a gated community or a new high rise building may pose similar 
challenges. 

There are many other situations that could cause the agency to re-think SOPs. Examples 
might include increased violence towards personnel; a new mutual aid agreement with a 
neighboring jurisdiction; major organizational or staffing changes; the addition of 
emergency medical response or a hazmat team; promulgation of new OSHA regulations; 
purchase of a new fire truck; or an unexplained increase in injuries or response times. 

A second category of special evaluations focuses on the SOP development process itself 
Every time a new or modified SOP is introduced, agency planners should design a 
complementary evaluation component to assess its impact and effectiveness. The 
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approach used is similar to other special evaluations, but the study is limited to the new 
SOP. In addition, planning for the analysis began (or should have begun) during the SOP 
needs assessment and development phases. 

This advantage gives planners a better opportunity to choose methodologies, control 
variables, and gather data than might otherwise be possible. Often, two or more studies 
are planned: a short-term evaluation to get rapid feedback, and longer-term studies to 
assess changes over a specified period of time. 

 

Conducting Evaluations 
Theoretically, the evaluation process can be divided into four general steps: 1) establish 
standards, 2) measure performance, 3) compare measured performance with standards, 
and 4) analyze and act. Analytical methods can be complex, but more subjective 
measures (e.g., surveys, simple rating systems) can be used. Ideally, the end product is a 
quantifiable analysis of the SOP’s effectiveness, and specific recommendations for 
improving it. 

Each agency must determine for itself the best method for conducting evaluations. The 
method chosen should reflect the requirements of the study—the purpose of the analysis, 
the number and type of SOPs affected, the legal and safety consequences of unacceptable 
performance, etc. Of course, costs, available resources, time requirements, management 
preferences, and other administrative factors must also be taken into consideration. 

Several major evaluation concepts—such as identifying the operational environment, 
determining the standard of care, and researching local needs—have already been 
discussed in Chapter 3. Related laws, regulations, standards, and external resources are 
described in the appendices; this section looks at some other planning and administrative 
considerations. 

 
Review Teams 
After deciding to conduct either a periodic or a special evaluation, the first step is to 
establish an evaluation review team or committee. Ideally, all affected viewpoints will be 
represented. Thus, the team should include many of the same types of personnel that 
participated in the Needs Assessment and the SOP Development phases. In fact, 
evaluation studies are often assigned as a separate step to the same standing or 
specifically appointed SOP team. In addition, the “customers” or “clients” of the fire 
service agency—local government officials, community group members, and individual 
citizens—might be included. 

As always, the structure and leadership of the committee is important. Personnel 
appointed as committee leaders must have the requisite technical expertise, as well as 
good interpersonal and group facilitation skills. Top-level management representation on 
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the committee adds credibility to the process and shows commitment; it can also instill 
additional motivation in members. 

 

Gathering Input 
The first task of the committee is to get as much input as possible from all groups 
affected by the SOPs. Feedback can be gathered in many creative ways. An all-career fire 
department may choose to substitute discussions on SOPs for in-service training sessions. 
Leaders of a volunteer agency might set up special feedback sessions for members, or 
devote a company meeting to the topic. Input can also be gathered thorough written 
surveys, comment cards, or other standardized feedback forms. A disadvantage of this 
method is the lack of “two-way” discussion that occurs with face-to-face meetings, 
although follow-up sessions are possible. 

Input from fire service customers can also prove invaluable in assessing SOPs. Many 
private companies spend millions of dollars annually contacting end users about their 
products and services. Think about the last time that you bought a new car or a major 
appliance. Did you receive surveys from the manufacturer, dealer, or Loan Company, all 
interested in your opinion about their products and services? Fire and emergency service 
agencies are in the same position, trying to provide the best services possible. That means 
getting input from local officials, community groups, mutual aid partners, individual 
citizens—anyone that is affected by or can influence fire service operations. 

 
Methodology and Process 
Every process needs a plan, and a study potentially as complex as the evaluation of SOPs 
is certainly no exception. Team members must decide on the methodology, the schedule 
of activities, and individual assignments. A range of data gathering, analytical, and group 
decision-making techniques—or combinations of techniques—can then be applied, as 
long as the process is implemented properly and consistently. Examples include direct 
observation, drills, exercises, surveys, brainstorming, cause-and-effect diagrams, event 
tree analysis, decision-making software, and many others. 

The precise methodology will be determined by the requirements of the study. The key is 
to set measurable standards for operational performance, and then to gather data to 
determine if the standards are being met. If not, the SOPs that control operations may 
need to be revised, al though other variables—notification, training, equipment, etc.—
may be the real problem. 

Conducting the evaluation study will involve many of the same techniques and 
considerations discussed in previous chapters. A special emphasis should be placed on 
quality control measures to ensure that data collection methods are consistent and 
reliable. Group decision-making techniques help ensure that all team members have an 
opportunity to influence the end product. The final report should provide enough 
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information to complete the “feedback loop” and facilitate the preparation of new or 
revised SOPs, if necessary. 

 
Summary 
Evaluation, the feedback loop in the SOP management process, is designed to help fire 
service managers assess the adequacy of new or existing SOPs. The basic methodology is 
a comparison of operational actions and results with accepted standards or other 
measurable performance criteria and program objectives. Periodic evaluations provide a 
structured and ongoing mechanism to manage change in the fire service and community 
at large. Special evaluations, on the other hand, are studies intended to address a specific 
change, trend, operational deficiency, or opportunity identified by management. 

SOP evaluation teams should represent the viewpoints of all affected groups, including 
individual members and emergency service customers. In addition, mechanisms should 
be established to gather input from other members of these groups as part of background 
research. Many different analytical and group decision-making techniques can be used, 
depending on the requirements of the study. 

Poorly defined committee processes are almost always frustrating and rarely successful. 
However, a well-designed team strategy can harness the diverse talents of many 
individuals in a unified and creative effort that is greater than the sum of its parts. 
Management and team members must continually work together to establish this type of 
framework for SOP evaluations. 



SOP/ SOG EVALUATION FORM 
 
Catergory S U N/I 
Build Development Team    
    
    
Provide Organizational Support Methods    
    
Establish Team Procedures    
Mission    
Goal    
Objective    
Time Frame    
    
Gather Information and Identify Alternatives    
Information gained by needs assessment    
    
    
Possible Alternatives    
    
Analyze and Select Alternatives    
    
    
    
Write the SOP    
10 items needed    
    
Review and Test the SOP    
Peer review and Draft    
    
Ratify and Approve SOP    
Comments    
    
    



 


