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INTRODUCTION 

The Noetic Group has undertaken a range of lessons learnt studies and post activity reviews of disasters, 

incidents and crises over the past decade. Having recently analysed and reviewed the observations and 

lessons from the responses to major bush fires, floods, tropical cyclones, oil spills and disease outbreaks, a 

pattern of senior leadership failure has emerged. The failure is 

seldom one of character, but inevitably a lack of preparation and 

understanding. Leaders, and their teams, are unable to effectively 

apply their knowledge and skills to a situation that is either novel, or 

of a scale that is beyond their experience and conception. 

In September 2012 Noetic published a Note titled 'Senior Leadership 

in Times of Crisis'. The Note identified areas of weakness in senior 

management, particularly in instances where senior leaders were 

responding to 'out of scale' events. The 2012/13 Australian summer 

had the hottest summer temperatures ever recorded. In late 2013 

Noetic undertook a survey of emergency management practitioners 

across Australia and New Zealand in order to gauge how well senior 

leaders and their teams reacted during the 2012/2013 period.
1
 This 

update provides some background to the season as well as survey 

results and an analysis of Noetic’s findings. 

What happened in 2012/13? 

Fires 

Since September 2012 the trend in extreme weather patterns in Australia has continued. Australia’s 2012-13 

summer was the hottest on record with temperature records set in every State and Territory. More than 70% 

of Australia experienced extreme temperatures at some stage during the heatwave of December - January. 

On January 8 New South Wales experienced the worst fire danger conditions ever recorded. It was the first 

time ‘Catastrophic’ fire ratings conditions were recorded in forested areas since the ratings were introduced in 

2009. The fires in Tasmania throughout December and February were the State’s worst bush fires in half a 

century. It was the first time conditions had been rated ‘Catastrophic’ in Tasmania.  

Despite the extreme weather conditions evidence suggests the emergency services performed well and, 

considering the circumstances, there were relatively few losses of life or homes.  

In Tasmania four major blazes caused devastation in Tasmania burning a total of 40,000 hectares. On Friday 

4 January Tasmania experienced a record heat wave across the State which contributed to catastrophic fire 

conditions. A number of bushfires active that day were unable to be contained for some days and destroyed 

significant amounts of public and private property. Fortunately there was no loss of life or serious injury as a 

direct consequence of these fires. Tasmania Fire Service Chief Mike Brown said many lessons had been 

learnt after 173 people were killed and 2000 homes were destroyed in the 2009 Black Sunday firestorm. ‘The 

                                                           

11
 This report covers up to October 2013 with events during the summer of 2013/14 being excluded.  They will be the 

subject of a separate report in late 2014. 

‘Senior Leadership in Times of 
Crisis’ Key Findings 

+ Senior leaders need to be able 
to think in a way that helps 
them to understand that the 
situation they are facing might 
be very different to the norm.  
That is, the senior leader must 
“frame” the event differently to 
his or her past experiences.   

+ The senior leader must be 
prepared to intervene directly 
and early to provide strategic 
(high level) level guidance to 
operational teams that allows 
the teams to act in a 
coordinated way. This guidance 
should be in the form of what 
needs to be done, not how it is 
to be done.  

+ Senior leaders need to 
understand the personal 
behaviours and actions that will 
support a successful response 
to the crisis. 
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fact that so far we’ve had no loss of life does distinguish these fires from so many of the tragedies that 

Australia’s experienced in the past,’ he said. ‘The protection of life in the face of such catastrophic conditions 

is a very significant achievement.’
2
 

Tasmanian Bushfires Inquiry 

The Tasmanian Government Report into the January 2013 Fires identified a number of difficulties with 

operations including that: plans were not sufficiently comprehensive and ready for implementation; facilities to 

support principal leadership roles in response and recovery were not well established; responsibilities were 

not clearly defined at a state level and there was not sufficient emphasis on proactive action. The Report 

recommended a number of changes including: that operational structures should be as direct and as simple 

as possible; that action should be proactive wherever possible; and that given the limited significant 

emergencies in Tasmania to gain experience in every opportunity should be used to test and practice 

arrangements. 

� Noetic supports the use of robust exercising regimes to not only train leaders and teams, but more 
importantly to test them.  Comprehensive and externally evaluated exercises provide an opportunity for 
leaders to practice responding to out of scale events. 

Floods 

The flood season was relatively mild in comparison to recent years. From January 22 -29 2013 extreme 

rainfall occurred over the east coast of Queensland and the New South Wales coast north of the Illawarra. The 

heavy rainfall was the result of former tropical cyclone Oswald moving south, just inland of the coast. 

On 18 July 2013 Attorney-General and Minister for Emergency Management Mark Dreyfus QC and NSW 

Minister for Emergency Services Michael Gallacher announced disaster assistance for the NSW local 

government areas of Shoalhaven City, Goulbourn-Mulwaree and Palerang after they were affected by severe 

storms, flooding and landslides in late June. 

These events appear to be have been well responded to by State Emergency Services (SES). This can be 

attributed to the relatively slow unfolding nature of flooding events and the SES’ high levels of experience in 

responding to events of this nature. 

Summary 

The 2012/13 period generally produced successful outcomes for emergency services in very trying conditions.  

One apparent feature is the continuing improvement in community warnings. Noetic believes that the possible 

complexity of natural disasters means that even the most comprehensive and well implemented system is 

incapable of providing the level of warning that some members of the community expect. Nonetheless, 

building on these improvements will be an ongoing challenge for emergency services.   

  

                                                           

2
 Tasmania Fire Service Chief Officer Mike Brown cited in Rosemary Bolger, ‘Warning System Saved Lives: TFS’ in The 

Examiner January 11 2013. Available: http://www.examiner.com.au/story/1230430/warning-system-saved-lives-tfs/.  
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Emergency management survey 

In September 2013 Noetic sent out a survey to emergency management practitioners across Australia. The 

survey was designed with Noetic’s ‘Senior Leadership in Times of Crisis’ note in mind and focussed on 

changes in the approach taken by senior leadership and how major events were handled.  

The survey was sent to all emergency services in Australia and the New Zealand Fire Service, and collected 

responses from practitioners from a range of positions within these agencies, from manager to commissioner 

level. In total, 61 people answered the survey. While many of the questions asked in the survey were close-

ended, there was also an opportunity for respondents to provide longer answers to address some of their 

concerns about senior leadership in out of scale events.  

Survey questions are attached at Annex A.  

Survey results and commentary 

Overall, the results revealed marked improvements in many of the key areas identified in the Noetic Note on 

Crisis Leadership. For example, 91.1% of respondents felt that the past year was a success in terms of their 

agency’s management of emergency events and 60.7% believed their team moved away from the ‘business 

as usual’ approach. We found in the Noetic Note that collaboration amongst senior leaders was essential to 

better ‘frame’ out-of-scale events. It appears that emergency management agencies are now moving towards 

greater emphasis on collaboration, with 78.8% of respondents believing that there was greater collaboration 

within their organisation. A significant majority, 82.7%, also saw evidence of greater collaboration with other 

organisations.  

Most respondents felt their senior leaders were consistently approachable, optimistic and calm. However, a 

consistent problem inhibiting effective crisis response appears to be around delegation. Only 52.1% of 

respondents found that senior leadership intervened effectively by providing high-level guidance, and without 

interfering in technical areas. 47.9% of respondents found that leaders were too hands on in times of crisis, 

undermining an effective chain of command. One respondent commented that ‘there is a practice to inject at 

too low a level impacting on initial response and full deployment of structures causing issues for response and 

planning.’ Another respondent agreed that senior management in their organisation ‘interrupts normal process 

and confuses reporting lines when they are not required.’ A third respondent found that ‘by injecting at a low 

level they hamper the ability of people to perform their role and have the effect of people looking over 

shoulders instead of concentrating on their roles and responsibilities.’ These criticisms were generally echoed 

by the rest of the 47.9%.  

� There will be times where senior leaders need to inject themselves into incidents at a lower level when 
events dictate their input.  However, this must be done judiciously as it can be highly disruptive and 
counter-productive.  

The majority of respondents did not feel there were any significant improvements in training for ‘out of scale 

events’ and many believed their agency senior leadership had not improved in their ability to frame a major 

incident differently. Of those respondents who saw improvements in training for ‘out of scale’ events the kind 

of training received ranged from scenario training between agencies to AIIMS and transfer of control training 

for volunteers and staff. 
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� The relative infrequency of out of scale events means that leaders and teams are unlikely to have 
participated in such an event previously.  Consequently, training is the best vehicle to prepare leaders 
and teams for what maybe a once in a lifetime event. 

Though few respondents identified incidents where they believed there was a paralysis in decision making, a 

number of responses detailed events where a paralysis in decision making impacted on the capacity of the 

team to react effectively. One response suggested there was insufficient sharing of information between 

agencies and the weather conditions were not communicated. They attributed this to the remoteness of the 

incident. Another respondent was concerned by the lack of ability on the part of decision makers to think past 

the site and take into consideration the travel and safety of employees on the road or air home. Largely, 

though, respondents were satisfied that there had not been a paralysis in decision making on the part of 

senior leadership. 

Raw results of this survey are attached at Annex B. 

Next steps 

Noetic’s survey highlighted a number of strengths exhibited during the recent disasters and incidents.  It also 

identified that there are a number of improvements that can be made in preparing senior leadership for times 

of crisis. Now the 2013/14 fire season is nearing its end Noetic will release the survey again to get a sense of 

how the season progressed and how senior leaders performed. An updated Noetic Note with the results of this 

and the last survey will be published and available on the Noetic website at www.noeticgroup.com . 
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Annex A – Survey Questions  

1. Which job title best describes your position in your organization? 

a. Commissioner/Chief Officer or equivalent 

b. Deputy Commissioner or equivalent 

c. Assistant Commissioner or equivalent 

d. Director or equivalent 

e. Manager or equivalent 

f. Other 

2. Overall do you feel that the past year was a success in terms of your agency’s management of 

emergency events? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

3. How well did your agency gauge the scale of the events you were faced with? 

a. Poorly 

b. Could have done better 

c. Well 

d. Extremely well 

4. Did your team move away from the ‘business as usual’ approach? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

5. In the last year has there been evidence of greater collaboration within your organization? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

c. Can’t tell 

6. In the last year has there been greater collaboration with other organizations? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

c. Can’t tell 

7. Did you feel there were any significant improvements in training for ‘out of scale’ events? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

8. Do you think your agency and senior leadership improved in its ability to frame a major incident 

differently? 
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a. Yes 

b. No 

c. Don’t know 

9. Has your agency been involved in responding to an incident since September 2012? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

10. During an incident did you feel that senior management intervened where necessary? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

11. Did senior leadership intervene effectively (providing high level guidance) without interfering with technical 

areas? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

12. Were senior leaders consistently approachable, optimistic and calm? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

13. Did the personal actions and behaviours of your senior leaders affect the ability of the team to function? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

14. Can you identify any incidents where you believed there was a paralysis in decision making? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

15. If you have any further comments on senior leadership please include them below 
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Annex B – Raw Results 

 61 emergency management practitioners answered the survey. Of the 60 respondents to provide their 

position within their organisation, the highest percentage, 33%, were managers or equivalent. 

The majority of respondents, 98%, worked at an agency that had been involved in responding to an incident 

since September 2012. 

When asked whether the past year was a success in terms of their agency’s management of emergency 

events 56 people responded. 91.1% answered “Yes”. 

60.7% of respondents believed their agency gauged the scale of events well, while 35.7% believed their 

agency could have done better. 

67.9% of respondents answered “Yes” when asked whether their team moved away from the ‘business as 

usual’ approach. A high proportion, 78.8%, of respondents believed there was evidence of greater 

collaboration within their organisation. 

82.7% believed there had been greater collaboration with other organisations. 

68.6% felt there had not been any significant improvements in training for ‘out of scale events’ and 47.1%, the 

majority of respondents, believed their agency and senior leadership had not improved in its ability to frame a 

major incident differently. 

87.5% of respondents felt their senior management intervened where necessary while 52.1% believed their 

senior leadership did not intervene effectively (providing high level guidance) without interfering with technical 

areas. 

81.6% of respondents answered ‘yes’ when asked if their senior leaders were consistently approachable, 

optimistic and calm. However, 51% answered ‘no’ when asked if the personal actions and behaviours of 

senior leaders affected the ability of the team to function. 

In 83.7% of cases respondents could not identify any incidents where they believed there was a paralysis in 

decision making. 

 

 


