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by Bill Miller 

Miller: Since you started in 1963, what are the biggest improvements you have witnessed in 
the wildland fire service? 

Putnam: The biggest improvement is the willingness for firefighters to consider 
psychological and cultural processes affecting them and to use that knowledge to improve 
themselves and the fire organization. Some firefighters are now willing to look at mental 
errors and look within their own minds for causes and how to avoid similar future errors 
rather than seeing the blame outside their self.  

A second major improvement is in the amount, quality and range of courses now being 
taught. 

For more information, review the entire article and others at: 
http://www.fireleadership.gov/toolbox/interviews/leaders_TedPutnam.html 

Approximately 80% of 
all accidents and 

fatalities are caused 
by human error. 

For more information, Finding From the Wildland Firefighters Human Factors 
Workshop is available at: 
http://www.fireleadership.gov/toolbox/documents/human_factors.htm 

http://www.fireleadership.gov/toolbox/interviews/leaders_TedPutnam.html
http://www.fireleadership.gov/toolbox/documents/human_factors.htm


SUGGESTED READING FOR MINDFULNESS (INSIGHT) 
MEDITATION AND THE UNDERLYING PSYCHOLOGY 

De Charms, Christopher, Two Views of Mind (Ithaca, Snow Lion) 1998. 

Goleman, Daniel, The Meditative Mind: Varieties of Meditative Experiences (New York, G.P. Putnam’s 
Sons) 1988.  

Goleman, Daniel, Vital Lies, Simple Truths: the Psychology of Self Deception (New York, Simon and 
Schuster) 1985. 

Goleman, Daniel, Editor, Healing Emotions: Conversations with the Dalai Lama on Mindfulness, 
Emotions and Health (Boston, Shambhala) 1997. 

Goleman, Daniel, Editor, Destructive Emotions: How Can We Overcome Them? (New York, Bantam 
Dell) 2003. 

Gunaratana, Venerable Henepola. Mindfulness In Plain English (Boston, Wisdom Publications) 1992. 

Kabat-Zinn, Jon, Coming to Our Senses: Healing Ourselves And The World Through Mindfulness (New 
York, Hyperion) 2005. 

Salzberg, Sharon and Goldstein, Joseph, Insight Meditation: A Step-By-Step Course On How To 
Meditate (Boulder, Sounds True) 2001. Listen to sample tape online at www.soundstrue.com.  

Shreeve, James, Beyond the Brain, National Geographic, March 2005, 2-31. 

Wallace, B. Alan, Choosing Reality (Ithaca, Snow Lion) 1996. 

Wilber, Ken, A Brief History of Everything (Boston, Shambhala) 1996. 

Weick, Karl, Sensemaking in Organizations (Thousand Oaks, Sage) 1995. 

Websites: 
www.investigatingthemind.org – Research efforts between Western scientists and Buddhist meditators. 
www.mindandlife.org – Research efforts between Western scientists and Buddhist meditators. 
www.umassmed.edu/cfm – Mindfulness in Medicine, Healthcare and Society. 
www.vipassana.com – Online free Vipassana (mindfulness) meditation courses and articles. 
www.whatthebleep.com – Quantum physicists, neuroscientists, philosophers and religious leaders in 
dialog about recent movie. 

The above resources were provided by: 
Ted Putnam, Ph.D. Psychology 
Mindful Solutions 
3431 Flicker Lane 
Missoula, Montana 59804-6303 
406-728-3889 
tputnam@bresnan.net 

Deep Psychology: The Quite Way to Wisdom can be found at 
http://www.myfirecommunity.net/documents/Putnam.pdf. 

http://www.soundstrue.com/
http://www.investigatingthemind.org/
http://www.mindandlife.org/
http://www.umassmed.edu/cfm
http://www.vipassana.com/
http://www.whatthebleep.com/
mailto:tputnam@bresnan.net
http://www.myfirecommunity.net/documents/Putnam.pdf


Optional Group Discussion:  

In your groups, discuss the following questions regarding distractions and autopilot: 

• What distractions keep you from performing your duties on the fireline?
• What method(s) do you use to focus on the task at hand?
• Describe an instance on the fireline where you found yourself or someone

on your team running on autopilot.



HUMAN FACTORS BARRIERS TO SITUATION AWARENESS 
AND DECISION MAKING 

(IRPG, pages x and xi) 

Low Experience Level with Local Factors: 
• Unfamiliar with the area or the organizational structure.

Distraction from Primary Duty: 
• Radio traffic.
• Conflict.
• Previous errors.
• Collateral duties.
• Incident within an incident.

Fatigue: 
• Carbon monoxide.
• Dehydration.
• Heat stress and poor fitness level can reduce resistance to fatigue.
• 24 hours awake affects your decision-making capability like .10 blood alcohol content.

Stress Reactions: 
• Communication deteriorates or grows tense.
• Habitual or repetitive behaviors.
• Target fixation – locking into a course of action, whether it makes sense or not; just try harder.
• Action tunneling – focusing on small tasks but ignoring the big picture.
• Escalation of commitment – accepting increased risk as completion of task gets near.

Hazardous Attitudes: 
• Invulnerable – That can’t happen to us.
• Anti-authority – Disregard of the team effort.
• Impulsive – Do something even if it’s wrong.
• Macho – Trying to impress or prove something.
• Complacent – Just another routine fire.
• Resigned – We can’t make a difference.
• Group Think – Afraid to speak up or disagree.



ALABAUGH CANYON FIRE ENTRAPMENT 
AND SHELTER DEPLOYMENT 

Final Accident Investigation Report, July 8, 2007 

Summary (excerpt) 

A Narrative Account and Decision Points were utilized to bring focus to what the involved fire 
fighters were focused on. The extreme weather and fire behavior are keys to understanding the 
complexities and time pressures arriving fire fighters were confronted with. Add to the 
environmental complexities changing leadership roles and the immediately over crowded tactical 
radio channels and we complete the physical and mental context for the entrapment that ensued. 
In this environment, mental functioning automatically degrades. Therefore we cannot expect 
decisions and actions to reflect full situational awareness, which cannot exist in this environment 
either. Rather we should expect reduced awareness and decision making and not be surprised 
when something “goes wrong”. Accidents are “normal” because they reflect the normal way 
your mind works in such environments. To improve mental functioning on the fireline requires 
improving your mental skills before you ever go to the fireline.  

After the incident, OSC3 and DIVS discussed and pointed out that “we have seen this extreme 
fire behavior here for five years in a row.” Previously this type of fire behavior was rare. We 
have begun to “normalize extreme fire behavior” since it is becoming common. Because fire 
fighters are getting experienced with extreme fire behavior they’re learning new skills, strategies 
and tactics to keep pace. They do not feel they are intentionally taking higher risks but if you 
miss a cue or you are a bit slower implementing decisions then consequences “slam you” worse 
under extreme conditions.  

More Wildland Urban Interface training was recommended to recognize trigger points to quickly 
determine which structures are savable and which are not. Trigger points for these actions reduce 
the amount of time and thinking to initiate appropriate actions. We need corresponding trigger 
points for noting when we are being physically or mentally overwhelmed and need to disengage. 
Were it not for the homes at risk, fire fighters would not have engaged this fire where they were 
at such a disadvantage.  

If we return to the perennial observation that 80 percent of the casual factors are due to human 
errors and thus mental in origin, then it is reasonable to say training to improve the mind is long 
overdue. Such training is inherently different from filling the mind with still more information 
which can lead to overload. Mind or mental improvement enables you to use information, 
training and experience more efficiently by reducing stress and other distractions. In this 
entrapment such mental skills would keep you alert to the larger picture and would have warned 
the involved firefighters that it is time to back off, regroup, wait for daylight and come up with a 
more comprehensive plan and thus heed their own warnings. 




