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The Normalization of Deviance

Hello everyone, and welcome to 2017. I hope you had a great holiday season and enjoyed time with family and
friends. I know it was great to get some days off before we start the long winter season. Let’s hope the cold is not
too bad and we get an early spring. Now, on to the business at hand.

For this month’s Chief’s Corner, I want to talk about a phenomenon known as “The Normalization of Deviance.” Now I am not
talking about being deviant or deviant behavior, but rather what happens when you deviate from the normal practice or standard.
This is a theory that I have read about over the years and it’s also one that was used to help explain the space shuttle Challenger
explosion. You can state it something like this: If you take a risk and nothing bad happens, and you continue to do so, it becomes
the common way of doing things. 

In the case of the Challenger, the explosion was caused by o-rings that failed and allowed hot gases and flames to “blow-by” and
make contact with the adjacent external tank. This caused structural failure of the tank and the explosion. When NASA went back
and looked they found that these o-ring seals had failed before, but nothing bad happened so it became an acceptable way of
operating. Eventually, this type of thinking caught up with them and the explosion occurred. Now, I’m not suggesting that the NASA
engineers ignored the problem. They had written memos and documented the faulty o-rings, but nothing bad had happened, thus it
became the “normal” practice. In hindsight, this disaster could have been prevented. 

It does not take much imagination to think about how something like this could happen in the fire service. We have a lot of
procedures and standards that we follow to help keep our patients and ourselves safe. If we began to cut corners and not do as we
should, but nothing bad happens, we will allow ourselves to change behavior and not do as we should. One example used in a
recent article by Chief Gary Ludwig (the former head of the EMS Section of the International Association of Fire Chiefs (IAFC))
discussed failing to check the equipment on the medic unit by taking the off-going shift’s word that all is well and then arriving on
the scene of a cardiac patient and finding the battery on the monitor is dead and you can’t provide the proper care. This may not
rise to the level of a disaster, but it surely does compromise patient care. I can think of plenty of other examples where this could
occur. 

Every morning the on-coming shift is supposed to check the trucks first thing to make sure they are ready to respond. However,
we all know that some people just pencil-whip the check sheet and never look at the vehicle. When you respond to an emergency
call and everything goes fine then you don’t think about it again. It okay. When nothing bad happens you “assume” that it is
acceptable to bypass the morning check and this becomes the accepted practice. Then, one morning you come into work and whip
through the vehicle check-list because you are in a hurry to eat breakfast. Later, your engine is dispatched to an emergency call and
while you are responding, your left front tire “blows out” due to low air pressure. A problem you could have prevented if you had
inspected the vehicle. Now you have possibly endangered the public and other drivers, as well as damaged a half-million dollar piece
of equipment. (Some of you will say that you couldn’t tell that the tire was low, but I will counter by saying that you surely can’t tell
if you don’t look.)

So, the question is: How do you prevent this phenomenon from occurring? The answer is simple. Don’t cut corners or take
shortcuts in the first place. Perform your work at a high level and don’t look for ways to just get by. The Fire Department has
protocols, procedures, and policies for a reason. Just follow them. In the long run, this will help keep both your fellow firefighters
and the public safe. If you think something is wrong or outdated, that’s fine. Work to change it or improve it, don’t ignore it. You
may just prevent a disaster.

That about takes care of the first Chief’s Corner for 2017. As I am writing this article, the first snow of the new year is falling and
so is the temperature. (The forecast is calling for single digit temperatures for the next several
days.) However, before we know it, the spring flowers will be poking through the snow and we
will be welcoming warmer weather. In the meantime, bundle up and take care on the fire
scene. 

Keep up the good work and continue to provide great service to our citizens. Get outside
and enjoy some winter activities with your family and friends. Have fun but be careful; never
forget the most important rule: “Everyone goes home safe at the end of the shift!”

Chief
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6 0  S e c o n d  S a f e t y6 0  S e c o n d  S a f e t y
By: Rod Smith
NFPA 1851: Post Fire Gear Cleaning and Inspections

Firefighters must clean and conduct routine inspections of their protective gear ensembles
after each use. This inspection includes looking for signs of soiling, contamination, rips,
tears, cuts, damaged or missing hardware and closure systems, charring, burn holes,
melting, discoloration, damaged or missing reflective trim, loss of seam integrity, and
broken or missing stitches. All members are encouraged to follow through with this
practice. Members should notify their station officer of any issues that need to be
addressed so that the issue(s) can be corrected. Remember, take care of your gear and it
will take care of you. 

Fire InvestigationsFire Investigations
By: Captain John Norman

I hope that everyone enjoyed the holidays! The department has been busy; we’ve had
several fires over the past couple of weeks. Some have been accidental; others have been
attributed to electrical wiring, and at least one to arson. Historically, more fires occur during
the colder months in the city. After the initial unit arrival, size-up, fire attack, assignment,
extinguishment of the fire, over-haul, and clean-up, the fire’s origin and ignition has to be
determined. By law, every fire in the Commonwealth of Virginia has to be investigated.

Generally, the officers on the scene can make this determination. However, when they
can’t, an on-shift investigator is called to the scene to discover the fire’s origin and ignition
source. Fires that are attributed to arson, involve burned victims, incendiary in nature, or
involve a large monetary loss, automatically require notification of the Fire Marshal’s Office
(FMO). Sometimes, on-shift investigators ask for the FMO’s assistance just to have an extra
set of eyes look at the scene. Most fire origins and ignition sources can be discovered
when the time is taken to thoroughly investigate the destruction left behind by the fire.
But, there are times when it cannot be determined how the fire started. 

One of the FMO’s goals is to decrease the number of “undetermined” fires in
Lynchburg. The Training Division and the FMO are working together to bring two U.S Fire
Administration classes to the department that should help us attain this goal. One of these
classes is, “Initial Fire Investigation for First Responders.” The other class is, “Fire Cause
Determination for Company Officers.” More information regarding these classes will be
forthcoming once details are confirmed.

Lastly, from the Fire Marshal Office personnel to everyone, thank you for the job you all
do on a daily basis and have a Happy New Year!!!

C e r t i f i c a t i o n sC e r t i f i c a t i o n s
EMT - Intermediate
Donnie Smith

Bachelor of Science – Waldorf University
Matt Millner

NFA – ICS 400
Marty Misjuns

Haz-Mat Advanced Tactical Control 
Heather Bowen Ryan Lee

Driver/Operator Pumper Certification – 
Colby Felton

Fire Officer I
Joy Byrnes Travis Calloway
Jeff Degoede Stuart Massie
Charles Schrader Holly Shackelford
Rob Turner
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Off icer  DevelopmentOff icer  Development
Save the Date

By: Battalion Chief Jonathan Wright
Officer Development training for
Captains and Chief Officers is
scheduled for March 1-3, 2017.  

Among the speakers featured is 
Dr. Richard Gasaway. Dr. Gasaway is a
well-known author and presenter for a
range of critical decision making, safety,
and situational awareness topics. There
are a few presentation slots still
available. If you have a topic you would
like covered, or you would like to
present a topic, please contact me.

C o n g r a t u l a t i o n s !C o n g r a t u l a t i o n s !
Retirements

Congratulations to the following Fire
Department members who retired
effective January 1, 2017. Thank you
for your service to the department
and the citizens of Lynchburg.

Master Firefighter Jack Williams 
32 years of service

Master Firefighter Fletcher Wimbush
25 years of service

Firefighter Kris Bhalla
30  years of service

Births

Congratulations to the following Fire
Department members who welcomed
additions to their family:

— Adam and Kelsey Morton 
welcomed their daughter, Josie 
Rae Morton on December 8, 2016. 
She weighed 8 lbs., 4 oz. 

— Adam and Kelly Wagner welcomed
their daughter, Madelyn Louisa 
Wagner on December 16, 2016. 
She weighed 6 lbs., 7 oz. 

— Shaun and Caitlyn Riley welcomed 
their daughter, Adelynn Grace 
Riley on December 23, 2016. She 
weighed 6 lbs., 7 oz.

Farewell

— Best wishes to Beau Kincaid who
resigned effective December 23, 
2016 to pursue other endeavors.

REMINDERS
— The exhibit of Lynchburg Fire Department artifacts and memorabillia will be on 

display at the Lynchburg Museum (901 Court Street) beginning January 13, 2017 
and will run through December 31, 2017. You can visit the exhibit Monday thru 
Saturday from 10:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. and on Sundays from noon to 4:00 p.m. 
Admission is FREE!!

— City offices will be closed January 16th in observance of Martin Luther King Day.


