
FIR
E L

EA
DER

’S 
GUIDE T

O 

PR
E-I

NCID
EN

T P
LA

NNING



AMERICAN FIRE LEADERSHIP:
“PRE-INCIDENT PLANNING IS FAR FROM THRIVING”

AMERICAN FIRE LEADERSHIP: 
“PRE-INCIDENT PLANNING IS FAR FROM THRIVING”



The fundamental goal of Pre-Incident Planning is to help responders effectively 
manage emergencies so as to maximize protection for occupants, responding 
personnel, property, and the environment. Pre-Incident Planning is a crucial 
component of ensuring the protection of life and property for the communities we 
serve. However, in one way or another, nearly two-thirds of fire leadership are 
unhappy with the way they are pre-incident planning and deploying the data they 
collect today. Based on information captured in this survey, there are a myriad of 
different reasons which shape this underlying dissatisfaction. 

This guide will dive into the current state and reasons for the ineffectiveness of 
current pre-incident planning processes. More specifically, we will analyze the key 
components of dissatisfaction, the impact of these problems and best practices 
to overcome these issues moving forward with a goal to truly transform pre-
incident planning – ultimatley, making it an integral part of every operation. These 
fundamental issues can be broken down into four categories.  

The goal of the Fire Leader’s Guide to Pre-Incident Planning is to better 
understand the obstacles that create the status quo within each of these factors - 
and one-by-one address the strategies Operations Leadership must employ to 
move their Agencies forward. 

Addressed in “We Don’t Have Enough Data.” (Page 3)

Addressed in “We Don’t Leverage Our Internal Resources.” (Page 6)

“How we collect data and access it at the time of response is not 
sufficient.” (Page 8)

Addressed in “We Don’t leverage the Community Enough.” (Page 14)

Pre-Incident Plan Data Quality, Quantity & Collection Strategies1
2
3
4

Internal Resource Utilization

Pre-Incident Plan Ease of Use and Accessibility

Community Engagment

Of American Fire Agencies 
report that their pre-incident 
plans are unusable or 
difficult to use in the field 

Of American Fire Agencies are 
Unhappy with their Pre-Incident 
Planning Process Today.

AGENCY DISSATISFACTION
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LACK OF RESIDENTIAL INFORMATION/ TARGET HAZARD PRE-PLANNING

One of the critical issues observed relates to data quantity. Fire leaders 
expressed concerns around not having the resources and time to collect data on 
structures in their response area. Furthermore, some structures by definition 
cannot be visited and hence a data gap exists from a response perspective. We 
can break this down into two key areas.

Fire Agencies Have No 
Pre-Plans at All

1 in 20

95%
Of Fire Agencies DON’T 
have Pre-plan data on 
Residential Structures

It seems clear that visiting every single 
commercial structure is a tall order for 
Agencies around the country. But less 
than half of Fire Agencies have pre-
incident plans on their most sensitive 
Target Hazards. Much of this stems 
from issues related to resource 
intensiveness, data collection methods 
(which we will discuss in detail later on 
in this guide) and lack of process. 
Ultimately, agencies are left with 
information on a subset of commercial 
structures and that data quickly 
becomes stale and unusable.

Even if the resource issues above were 
solved, agencies simply cannot knock 
on doors and collect information on 
private residential occupancies. As a 
result, the majority of Fire Agencies in 
the country respond to incidents at 
residential structures with little to no 
information. This seems like a giant 
gap in current incident preparedness 
processes especially since injuries and 
deaths are more likely to occur on calls 
to these structures:

Commercial / Public Structures  Residential Structures

INJURY AND DEATH FOR CIVILIANS 
AND FIRST RESPONDERS
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First Responders and Civilians are over twice 
as likely to suffer injury or death during a 
residential fire than at a non-residential fire. 

Source: United States of America, Federal Emergency Management Agency - National Fire Incident 
Reporting System. (2016). National Estimates Methodology for Building Fires and Losses.



BEST PRACTICES

To overcome the gap between the number of structures and the resources 
available to the fire agency, it is crucial to use technology and automation to 
aggregate data from agencies that have already collected it. Fire Agencies have 
the unique advantage of being within the municipal sphere and often have 
access to a wealth of publicly available siloed municipal data that could be 
productively utilized.

All these data sources are incredibly useful; however, without proper 
organizational strategies; they are of no value. With little standardization in the 
structure of municipal records, there is a unique playbook for each response 
area. Data Specialists or Specialized Software Providers with an understanding 
of how to automate the harvesting of information from these sources, curating 
the results and maintaining their update frequency are a requirement of an 
Operations Leader looking to rebuild the data-input cornerstone of their Pre-
Incident Planning Practice. 
The ultimate goal should be data on every structure, available at the time of 
response, in a format your field personell can consume in seconds.
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Building Departments: Have granularly detailed structural and 
occupancy details on Residential, Commercial and other Public 
Buildings.

Tax Assessors: Have thoroughly curated and up-to-date property 
records for all structures – often with structural details, sketches, photos 
and occupancy information for including single-family homes.

Open GIS Data: Emergency Managers, City Planners, Federal, State and 
Local Governments along with their Private Sector partners, align 
enormous geospatially organized caches of information.
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Aggregating data from external municipal and private sources is incredibly 
valuable. But in many cases, our own agencies have done the work to collect 
critical information in the form of Fire Prevention data. In an administrative 
context, Operations Leaders may have access to Prevention’s RMS for incident, 
inspection and violation histories, occupancy details, information on hazardous 
materials and locations of fire hydrants. Although, cross-sectional survey 
responses show that Fire Agencies rarely have this information available at the 
time of response:

Valuable pre-incident planning data points are tucked away within fields in an 
RMS. At the time of response, it is near impossible for First Responders to 
source multiple disparate data sources and effects a tactical strategy on scene 
based on the findings therein.

59% Of Fire Agencies do not have fire prevention information 
(Inspections, Violations, Occupancies, Haz-Mat and 
Hydrants) available at the time of response.

FIRE PREVENTION DATA ACCESSIBILITY

BEST PRACTICES

For Fire Prevention data to prove valuable in an Operational Capacity, it must be 
holistically integrated into the workflow firefighters & EMTs rely on during 
response. This means it must be shown alongside the other municipal data 
sources and detailed pre-incident plans of high hazard structures.
It does not help having it in an Fire Prevention Inspection and Occupancy data 
stored in an RMS or Inspection Platform for compliance reasonse only. Critical 
Fire Prevention, Occupancy and Pre-plan data within RMS needs to be made 
accessible to the crews in the field at the time of response and needs to be in a 
format where the information most pertinent is easily digestible and usable. This 
includes inspection and violation history, occupancy details, information on 
hazardous materials, locations and status of fire hydrants and contact 
information. 
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How we collect, store and access pre-incident planning data is crucial for the 
success of the program. These components are interrelated and Agencies 
across the country store valuable pre-plan data in a number of ways which 
ultimately impacts how easy they are to modify and how often they are used in 
the field.

Over 34% of agencies still collect and store data in hard copy form. Even for 
agencies that store information digitally, most are simply not available at the time 
of response. There are two fundemental issues that arise as a result of the way 
agencies collect, store and access pre-incident plans.

Firstly, without effective easy to use data collection tools, only specific resources 
can be deployed to collect data on structures and keep information up to date 
on a regular frequency. Due to the lack of integrated digitial pre-plan data 
collection tools, less members of the agency can be involved in keeping critical 
data up to date. Even processes to communicate data back to Dispatch for input 
within CAD are inefficient, cumbersome and can take weeks. Ultimately, crews in 
the field do not seem to be involved enough in a positive way with the pre-
incident planning process. This is evident by over 50% of Agencies that only 
utilize a small portion of their organization to help collect critical data in the field.

FORMAT & STORAGE OF PRE-PLANS

34.3% 
3 RING BINDER

57.9%
DIGITAL 

7.8% 
NONE  

34.3% PAPER

18.1% ONLINE FILE STORAGE

16.2% PRE-PLAN SOFTWARE

14.2% RMS/FIRE INSPECTION SYSTEM

7.4% CAD
2% GIS
7.8% NONE

USE OF PRE-PLANS DURING AN EMERGENCY

18.7%

23.9%

12.9%

• 23.9% MEMBERS OF A PRE-PLAN GROUP
• 18.7% FIRE PREVENTION
• 12.9% NO ONE
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The second component, and one the most important, how usable is this data 
out in the field. For many agencies (over 85%), this is not on every call, and 
often rarely:

The cause of this is two-fold. Firstly, data is simply not accessible and easily 
consumable at the time of response. First Responders simply do not have time 
to sift through paper binders, read blocks of text within RMS or other fragmented 
data sources while responding to an incident. Secondly, Operations are often not 
involved in the data collection process due to the reasons stated above, and as a 
result simply do not feel as if they have ownership in the process.

BEST PRACTICES

In order to ensure pre-plans are used at the time of response we need to 
optimize the data collection, storage and visualization of pre-plan data at the 
time of response. Achieving this requires process and technology change.

From a process perspective, Fire Operations leadership must prioritize pre-
incident planning data not as a compliance-driven requirement but as a tactical 
and strategic asset that is highly functional and ready for rapid deployment – the 
same as any other piece of the First Responder’s turnout gear. 

• 58.1% RARELY
• 17.1% ON SECOND ALARMS OR HIGHER
• 10% NEVER

USE OF PRE-PLANS DURING AN EMERGENCY

58.1%

17.1%

10%

The easier and more integrated digital pre-plan data collection tools are 
used by an agency, the more likely more members of the agency will get 
involved in the process

Data needs to be readily accessible, viewed in a matter of seconds and 
should be contextual to the incident.
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The storage, format, and response workflows of these assets must reflect this 
highest standard of functionality and precision. To do this, we need to both 
Prevention and Operations involved in the process, and pre-incident planning 
(both from a collection and use perspective) should be a part of every response.

When crews do use pre-incident plans in the field, it is imperative that the 
Dynamic Online Record format exposes what is most critical as quickly and 
intuitively as any other piece of the First Responder’s gear. Records must be 
accessible in an instant, on any device and deliver what is most important to the 
individual first responder by way of whatever means are most easily accessible. 
A solution that is available on any phone, any tablet or any MDC can ensure 
relevant data is easily within reach of any responder – ideally pulling up a pre-
incident plan as easily as sending a text message. 

Additionally, a Dynamic Online Record can cut out cluttered data and deliver in a 
heads-up fashion what is most needed, allowing Fire Operations leadership to 
customize what is most valuable. For example, the location of Knox Boxes, 
knowledge of obstacles such as solar panels and hazardous combustible 
materials most often must be brought to the forefront while other pieces of data 
such as historical fire code violations may not be as valuable during a structure 
fire. 

Dynamic Online Records are intuitively sharable across agency lines during a 
major incident or regular mutual aid scenarios with as little as an SMS or 
automatically for agencies that share a software provider. With proper software 
and formatting, pre-incident plans increase their usefulness for the broader 
responder community in both localized emergencies such as structure fires and 
EMS calls as well as regional events such as natural disasters or terrorist 
attacks.
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Often when arriving on scene of an emergency whether at a local business, 
public structure or especially at a single family residence, the first crucial minutes 
will be spent sizing-up the scene, taking inventory of available information and 
collecting information to tackle the situation at hand. There is often no strategy 
to ammas critical structural and occupant information directly from the 
Community other than adhoc caution notes or premise warnings trapped in CAD 
or RMS. Until recently, pre-incident plans did not have much to offer a first 
responder in eliminating the size-up scrambles and guesswork so often faced 
during a real emergency. With the advent of next-generation Community Risk 
Reduction technologies, there are powerful options available for Fire Operations 
leadership to bridge this data gap. And, although these options are available, the 
survey data shows that use in the field of occupancy information as part of the 
pre-incident planning process is alarmingly low:

Community input is knowing when arriving on scene that a child suffering a 
seizure stems from epilepsy or anaphylaxis, that an elderly resident lives at the 
premises with severe mobility issues requiring immediate attention during an 
emergency or that there are pets still in a home that need evacuation during a 
structure fire even when the human occupant is not present - In short, the 
difference between life or death.
A direct line of communication with the community simply doesn’t exist but 
should be a crucial component of Pre-Incident Planning.

BEST PRACTICES

When formatted properly in a best of breed Pre-Incident Planning solution with 
the use of Dynamic Online Records, it is remarkably simple to incorporate 
information directly from the community into a Pre-Incident Plan linked directly to 
structure based records. Empowering residents and high-hazard leadership such 
as school principals, age-care community directors, and business owners as 
leaders in Risk Reduction create a web of trust that seamlessly dissolves size-up 
guesswork for Fire Operations crews.

91.6% No Community Input

8.4% Have some form of 
Community Input

COMMUNITY INPUT IN PRE-INCIDENT PLANNING
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It is imperative to ensure proper integration and clarity in record submissions - a 
feat only the strongest pre-incident plan platforms achieve effortlessly. 
Additionally, instilling the lowest possible barrier for information submissions 
must be prioritized. An easy to use, online portal that describes what information 
is needed from the community and the value that this information can provide 
First Responders is the most important first step in developing a community-led 
Risk Reduction program. This online portal must be friendly, informative, and 
easily accessible across the digital channels the community are used to and 
must take just minutes to complete. 
Awareness for Community-Led Risk Reduction Programs must be achieved with 
dedication to a myriad of channels, both physical and digital. Influencers in the 
community, local government officials, and publicly active citizenry in 
conjunction with the organizations in which they participate, must become 
champions of the program and promote its success. Additionally, Public Safety 
social media accounts must become a hub with quality content directing 
impressions and stimulating sign-ups.  
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Although wrought with challenges, American Fire Operations Leadership are 
optimistic as to what needs to happen to increase the effectiveness and 
satisfaction surrounding their Pre-Incident Planning practices:

Adoption of new technologies, employing next-generation data collection 
strategies such as utilization of Dynamic Online Record formatting, municipal 
data collection, and integrated Community Risk Reduction programs are the 
most popular strategy among Fire Chiefs across the United States. In order to 
accomplish the expansion of a pre-incident planning program, agencies must 
first start with technology. They must choose a partner & platfrom that will 
encompass all structures in your response area and less overall time invested by 
your staff throughout the entire pre-incident planning process. The decision on 
which technology provider to choose must be approached as a partnership. Your 
needs will change over time and having a true technology partner committed to 
your organization will prove invaluable.

• 55% ADOPT NEW TECHNOLOGIES 
• 15% CONTRIBUTE MORE TIME, TRAINING OR PERSONNEL TO PRE-INCIDENT PLANNING 
• 12% EXPAND OUR PRE-INCIDENT PLANNING PROGRAM
• 9% START A PROGRAM 
• 10% OTHER

PRE-INCIDENT PLANNING PRIORITIES 

55% 15% 12% 9% 10%

16



2021




