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Summary of Report Format 
The 1:3:25 report format was developed by the Canadian Health Services Research 

Foundation. The report format was developed to ensure that research findings are 

presented in a logical and consistent manner that meets the needs of policy makers 

and practitioners. The Canadian HSRF is a practically oriented research organization, 

conducting its research in collaboration with people who run the health care system. 

To enable their research to inform policy makers and decision makers they understood 

the need to present research findings in a variety of formats for different audiences 

acknowledging that writing a research summary for decision makers has different 

requirements from writing for an academic journal reader. This format has been 

adopted by Australian organisations with similar agendas, such as the Australian 

Primary Health Care Research Institute. 

 

The main messages contained in the first page are the key points that decision makers 

can take from the research. The three page Executive Summary presents the findings 

succinctly in order to facilitate easy access to those who may not have time to read the 

full report. This section does not include any discussion of methodology, other than to 

outline the actual methods used. Finally the 25 page report is used to cover the 

background to the research, the questions addresses and an outline of the 

methodology, the findings, discussion and recommendations. 

 

 

 

 



Skinner&Skinner 
 

iii 

Key Points 
The Bushfire CRC commissioned a synthesis of 10 years of Bushfire CRC social 

research, including post-fire work conducted in WA, Victoria, Tasmania, Queensland 

and NSW up to and including 2013.  The report was presented at a 1 ½ day workshop 

attended by 36 community safety practitioners from a diverse range of emergency 

service organizations (ESOs) from across Australasia.  Workshop attendees prioritised 

five recommendations for action to address the six key themes from the research 

synthesis: 

1. All AFAC member agencies incorporate the Strategic Directions for Fire and 

Emergency Services in Australia and New Zealand 2014-2016 in all levels of 

strategy, planning and reporting.  That this is matched by a clear demonstrated 

commitment, evidenced by appropriate resources and support, from organisations 

to prioritise long term planning to promote mitigation, resilience and 

preparedness. 

2. AFAC members support a culture change such that an understanding and 

commitment to community resilience and engagement is a component of 

operations and business as usual. 

3. AFAC leads a national approach to community engagement, program 

development and implementation that provides opportunities for agencies and 

practitioners to share and explore current best practice.   

4. AFAC members work to build the capacity of organisations to work with 

communities and measure/evaluate their success in building resilience. 

5. AFAC members incorporate local ‘trusted sources’ into all incident management 

structures and community safety planning.    

 

To continue to improve community safety outcomes, it was recommended that AFAC 

and its agency members should: 

1. Play a far greater role in commissioning, prioritising and directing research; 

2. Initiate greater collaboration within and between emergency service agencies in 

conducting and disseminating research; 

3. Take greater ownership of research and work collaboratively with each other and 

non-emergency service agencies and researchers; 

4. Assess how current and future programs link together and contribute to an overall 

strategy across agencies and jurisdictions. 
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Executive Summary 
This report synthesises the findings of research from the last 10 years of the Bushfire CRC 

and the Bushfire CRC Extension (research conducted by Program C during the first 7 years 

and Program 2 Communicating Risk for the past 3 years), including post-fire work conducted 

in WA, Victoria, Tasmania, Queensland and NSW up to and including 2013.  This synthesis 

has identified that the research conducted by the Bushfire CRC and the Bushfire CRC 

Extension has progressively built on earlier findings, and can be summarised across six main 

themes and four gaps in knowledge. 

Theme 1. Mismatch between agency and community /individual perceptions  

Emergency services agencies are struggling to understand the community members 

decision making; -  around fire plans, their enactment, what leave early means and the 

meaning of a warning system. 

Theme 2. Trust 

In the context of active fires, it seems that lack of local knowledge in information and 

warning updates is a persistent cause of trust erosion, and the need for individuals to 

validate and verify information with trusted sources before committing to safe action. 

Theme 3. Information versus news 

There are clear conflicts between the emergency services need for dissemination of 

information and media agencies need for audience attention, even when using the 

same media.  The need to clearly define what bushfire information needs to be 

disseminated and through what channels makes the relationships between the 

agencies and the media smoother. 

Theme 4. Tailoring information  

Geographically defined communities consist of multiple segmented networks that are 

distinctly different.  Community safety activities need to be tailored to the different 

groups, including genders, to effectively promote fire preparedness and response. 

Theme 5. Community versus individual action 

Structured community profiling can provide agencies with guidance on the way to 

effectively engage with the different networks within a geographic location.  These 

networks can be used to optimise community level and individual level activities to 

promote preparedness and warnings. 

Theme 6: Risk perception 

A heavy focus on risk by campaigns and agencies may not be achieving the desired 

effect.   There is much to be learned from research in other areas of risk promotion, 

including personalising risk, providing information on positive outcomes and the 

calculating the chance of an event occurring over time. 
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Gap 1. Evaluations 

At present we don’t know what works for whom in what context, in terms of promoting 

community preparedness and safety.  Little of the research undertaken involves high quality 

evaluations of interventions, and this should be a priority for the future. 

Gap 2. Theory based interventions 

The majority of interventions used in community safety are based on lay theories of 

promoting preparation.  Few interventions are informed by empirically tested theories by 

professional researchers and practitioners involved in behaviour change, from disaster 

management or other areas promoting pro-activity. 

Gap 3. Context of other competing agendas 

Much of the research to date has been undertaken in isolation from the other contexts that 

impact on communities in bush fire prone areas(e.g. social pressures, environmental 

considerations). 

Gap 4. Resource dissemination and uptake 

The 10 years of research has resulted in a number of excellent resources.  However, evidence 

of information filtering through the agencies and widespread application by practitioners on 

the ground was not found in the research undertaken for this synthesis. 

 

Recommendations from the AFAC workshop 

A draft report that synthesized ten years of Bushfire CRC social research was presented and 

discussed at a 1½ day workshop with 36 community safety practitioners from a diverse range 

of emergency service organizations from across Australasia.  Following discussions of the 

report content and the research that informed it, attendees identified that if mitigation, 

resilience and community preparedness are to be improved, there needs to be: 

1. A long term strategy  

 with a high level demonstrated commitment to the importance of mitigation and 

community engagement; 

 that asserts the importance of resilience building;- being a whole of organisation 

core responsibility; 

 engaging and collaborating with other nonemergency agencies and organisations 

working in the same communities. 

2. That actions to promote resilience and mitigation should: 

 be informed by greater community engagement;  

 support and facilitate community actions; 

 be evaluated against consistent appropriate measures of engagement, trust, 

efficacy and cost effectiveness; 
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 use consistent understandable messages across jurisdictions and agencies; 

 acknowledge successful mitigation and accentuate the positives more; 

 involve more brigade members with necessary community engagement and 

safety promotion competencies and skills. 

To achieve this, the workshop attendees prioritised five recommendations for action 

1. All AFAC member agencies incorporate the Strategic Directions for Fire and 

Emergency Services in Australia and New Zealand 2014-2016 in all levels of 

strategy, planning and reporting.  That this is matched by a clear demonstrated 

commitment evidenced by appropriate resources and support from organisations to 

prioritise long term planning to promote mitigation, resilience and preparedness. 

2. AFAC members support a culture change such that an understanding and 

commitment to community resilience and engagement is a component of operations 

and business as usual.  

 Emergency services commit resources directed towards evaluation of 

engagement strategies and programs. 

 Include community as a stakeholder in decision-making and program 

development and strategy. 

 Support the development of theory based programs that address specific 

community needs and concerns, pilot and evaluate programs.  

3. AFAC leads a national approach to program development and implementation that 

provides opportunities for agencies and practitioners to share and explore current best 

practice; develop and establish an agreed set of engagement, efficacy and cost 

measures and put in place a more mature and sophisticated approach to deciding 

research priorities.   

4. AFAC members work to build the capacity of organisations to work with 

communities and measure/evaluate their success in building resilience.  

 Agencies investigate how to improve engagement and collaborate with each 

other and non-emergency stakeholders. 

 There is a commitment to sharing ‘in-house’ evaluations and research across 

emergency services sectors and jurisdictions.  

 That AFAC recommend a set of common, appropriate tools and 

methodologies to understand and engage with different communities. 

5. AFAC members incorporate local ‘trusted sources’ into all incident management 

structures and community safety planning. 
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Introduction 
The aim of this paper is to report on a strategic synthesis of existing Bushfire CRC 

research for the purpose of gaining a better understanding of 10 years of Bushfire 

CRC community safety research and the key themes that have emerged from the 

research to inform a research utilisation workshop organised by the AFAC 

Community Safety Group. The workshop was held to assist agencies to understand 

the industry wide issues in relation to community safety that the research can inform, 

and enable agency practice to be aligned with contemporary knowledge and 

understanding. 

This synthesis is designed to answer the following questions. 

 What are the key findings of the social research program from the Bushfire 

CRC and the Bushfire CRC Extension (research conducted by Program C 

during the first seven years and Program 2 Communicating Risk for the past 

three years), including post-fire research work conducted in WA (2010), 

Tasmania (2013), Victoria (2013) and NSW (2013)? 

 Were there any limitations of the work, unresolved questions and are there any 

suggestions for application? 

 How has the research that has been conducted resolved the gaps in 

knowledge? 

 What progress has been made; and in what areas is there more that needs to be 

done (what gaps remain)? 

The principle that underpins this work is consistent with the AFAC principle for 

mitigation and intervention actions that AFAC reports in its Position on Bushfire and 

Community Safety 
1
. 
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‘In all cases, the protection of people (including fire fighters) should be the first and highest 

priority for AFAC member agencies when preparing for and responding to bushfires (2012 

pp.2)’. 

As noted at the Community Safety Group workshop, the AFAC Strategic Directions 

for Fire and Emergency Services in Australia and New Zealand 2014-2016 report 

highlights the need to support ‘resilient communities through risk reduction’, with 

these activities ‘informed by research’. This synthesis provides a summary of the first 

steps by AFAC and the Bushfire CRC to achieve these goals, acknowledging that 

increasing effort on promoting preparedness, resilience and mitigation requires a 

culture change across the emergency services sector. 

Scope of this synthesis 
This synthesis reviewed the text Community Bushfire Safety (2008) edited by John 

Handmer and Katharine Haynes, which reports ‘a rich sample of the work’ conducted 

by the community safety research group for the Bushfire CRC of the research funded 

from 2003-2010. In addition, the technical reports, the post fire contact surveys and 

the Fire Notes provided by the Bushfire CRC were reviewed. A summary tabulating 

the literature is appended (see Appendix1). 

 

Key researchers in the field were also interviewed. These included: Jim McLennan 

(La Trobe), Doug Paton (UTAS), Peter Fairbrother, Joshua Whittaker, John Handmer 

(RMIT), David Morrison (Murdoch) and Raoul Oehmen (Notre Dame). It is 

important to note that these and other research teams also undertook research over the 

same period, funded by a diverse range of organisations, including emergency service 

agencies that are AFAC members. This research is not discussed or reviewed for this 
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synthesis, which is solely focused on that funded directly by the Bushfire CRC. It 

should also be noted that this is a synthesis of the research as is, at the time the 

research was completed. Therefore, it does not take account of those changes already 

made by the fire services that may have been influenced by the research. 

Methods 
Each of the documents were read independently by two consultants, a coding frame 

was agreed and the documents were assessed for quality and summarised and 

categorised against the coding frame. The Fire Notes were summarised separately; 

their purpose being to communicate the research to agencies (see Appendix 2).  

Results 
The Bushfire CRC social research program sought to understand how people prepare 

for and respond in the event of a bushfire. The methods have included a variety of 

social science methods ranging from in depth interviews and surveys to observational 

studies, laboratory experiments, literature reviews and secondary analysis of data sets. 

Over time the research questions have built on the findings of previous research, 

gaining both deeper and broader understandings of the phenomena under 

investigation.  This research has resulted in the researchers themselves being more 

trusted by the agencies and a clear contribution to the debates around appropriate 

policies and positions.  This synthesis has identified six major themes from the 

various study results:  

 mismatch between agency and community/individual understanding and 

perceptions;  

 trust; 

 information versus news and chat/talkback/social media activity;  



Skinner&Skinner 
 

4 

 tailoring/customization of interventions and messages;  

 community versus individual action and 

 risk perception. 

 

Theme 1: Mismatch between agency and community perceptions 

 

Individual and community perceptions around bushfire mitigation 

are different from fire agencies perceptions, with fire agencies 

struggling to see things through the eyes of the community. 

Around the ‘Stay and defend or leave early’ AFAC position 
The understanding and enactment by individuals and agencies of the approach to stay 

and defend or leave early underpins much of the research in this synthesis. The study 

by Tibbits et al 
2
 of evidence to support the AFAC position, advocates that there be no 

wait and see option, despite the fact that this is what many residents decide to do. 

Their report on data from more than 100 years of bushfire fatalities highlights that 

fatalities between men and women have different patterns; typically men die while 

defending outside the home and women and children die trying to evacuate too late, 

or sheltering in the house. This finding is supported by the post bushfire study into the 

Victorian bushfires of 2009. This puts an onus on (ESOs) to ensure that people are 

notified early so that those who have a plan to leave early, enact that plan. 

 

The AFAC Position has changed and evolved since this research was undertaken, 

such as in response to the findings of the Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission to 

account for, by way of example, those who choose to wait and see. However, the 

paper by Loh 
3
 summarising and interpreting the legalities of the position highlight 

that ESOs exercising their discretion to evacuate people need to be aware of when to 

act. Evacuating people at the last minute contravenes the ‘stay and defend or leave 
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early’ position. If people are forcibly evacuated and there is a poor outcome for 

property or life, there is a high likelihood that liability will be established. In addition 

ESOs providing advice to people about stay and defend could be also liable if harm 

occurs to a resident who has acted on the ESO’s ‘expert opinion’. The post fire 

contact surveys quote people being told to evacuate by police and other emergency 

services personnel when the fire front is visible. The quotes point to confusion from 

most of the respondents about the ideal time to evacuate and the most suitable place to 

shelter. There is a sense of exasperation from emergency workers at people’s lack of 

insight into the potential danger and lack of preparedness.   

 

Fire Note 98 reported the post 2009 Victorian Bushfire interviews with 496 

respondents, finding that only 2% of householders had heeded recommendations by 

fire authorities to relocate the day before. Few residents who stayed to defend had a 

sound appreciation of what they would be facing, 20% of those had to leave in ‘dire 

circumstances’, due to failure of fire fighting equipment, house structure integrity, and 

human capability. Most of the people who did not plan to stay and defend did not 

have a plan to leave early either. They were uncertain and indecisive. The death audits 

give a chilling account of people fleeing in vehicles and unsuccessfully sheltering in 

bathrooms.  There are also accounts of people making decisions on cost-benefit 

criteria. That is, they see the cost of preparing (to stay or go, and particularly the 

former) as costly and so wait until a fire has occurred before acting – this they see as 

creating a better cost-benefit balance but this leaves the decision making too late. 

 

Rhodes
4
 study of 718 people asking what do people think of the choice to stay and 

defend, wait then leave, or leave early, reported that there are 3 main factors that 
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affect people’s choice. These were categorised as individual, situational and social; 

60% of respondents said they would adopt a wait and see option and equal numbers 

20% stated they would either stay or leave early. Their study asked people to rank 

their beliefs; people believed that the wait and leave option protects life more than 

stay and protects property more than leave early. So it is logical that those wanting to 

protect both life and property are more likely to choose the wait and leave option. 

Respondents felt that the stay and defend option was the most costly in terms of 

finance, time, skill, difficulty and effort. The follow up work by the team presented in 

Fire Note 112 showed that the degree of difficulty with the decision was the most 

important factor in people not making a decision leading to ‘paralysing indecision’. 

This difficulty in making a decision about a fire plan is echoed in Fire Note 117, 

which builds on previous research, and in interviews with researchers. They 

recommend that helping people overcome the conflict of trying to make the best 

choice when faced with two unpleasant alternatives is by trying to convert them to 

‘intend to leave early’ when certain conditions are met.  

Few residents understood the implications of all of the different fire 

danger levels 
 

In addition to communities not having the same understanding of the right time to 

leave early, there is a mismatch about the warning system. Fire Note 119 reports from 

the 2013 NSW fires, that few residents understood the implications of all of the 

different fire danger levels for their safety except for the level ‘catastrophic’.  

 

Many of the studies that interviewed people about their intentions regarding the 

position or their actions post bushfire found that creating a written plan was 

frequently not done. Even for people who had formulated a plan, it was rarely written 
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down, and intended plans are often not enacted according to interviews with 

researchers. Fire Note 119 reported that despite 68% of respondents stating they had 

formulated a plan only 9% had a written plan and only 8% had rehearsed it. People 

expected to be warned personally by an emergency service agency of imminent 

bushfire threat. 

Role of agencies 
There is a mismatch between what the agencies perceive the community thinks of 

them and their roles and activities. The Tamborine Mt case study, Fire Note 20, 

highlighted some areas where there were differences in perception. Fire agencies 

perceived that residents were opposed to control burns, however when asked, resident 

reported being supportive of control burns; they were concerned about the timing of 

the control burns and through experience, were not fully trusting of the fire service’s 

ability to control the burn. This may be a function of conflicts within a community 

regarding the need for controlled burning and such conflicts affect overall levels of 

community preparedness. 

 

Paton 
5
 highlights that the promotion through the media that agencies will provide 

warnings and be there to help can lead to an over reliance on agencies and a loss of 

trust if agencies are not able to respond to every call. ‘The messages can put out don’t 

worry the agencies will be there to help you but we know they can’t help everyone in 

a fire situation’. In combination with optimistic biases, this over reliance has been 

shown to reduce the householder’s perception of the need to plan and prepare
6,7

. This 

is also noted in Fire Note 108 which sought to predict bushfire preparedness from 

bushfire expectations. 
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The command and control/ hierarchical nature of the fire agencies is designed to be 

able to respond clearly to a crisis situation, however it may be counterproductive in 

establishing community engagement. The NSW program to build capacity of local 

residents and to engage with the wider community by establishing their hybrid 

volunteer scheme ‘the Community Fire Units’ has shown that the organisational 

system creates a culture where these people quickly become enculturated with the 

command and control organisation
8
, problems identified include members training 

focusing on equipment operation, with little in the way of ‘more general preparation’ 

(pp.31). It may be necessary to have a separate arm of agencies that is dedicated to 

community engagement. It has also been recommended in Fire Note 33 when 

communicating to householders about preparedness, the command and control 

structures need to be explained, especially where volunteers and community members 

will join agency personnel in responding to bushfire emergencies. 

Gender differences in bushfire preparedness and response 
 

The majority of agency respondents were unaware that gender was 

an issue 
 

Bushfire CRC research has highlighted that there is a gendered effect in bushfire 

preparedness and response. A Fire Note was published in 2009 (Fire Note 40) 

highlighting some of the differences between men and women’s responses, and 

another fire note was published in 2010 (Fire Note 58), yet in  a study July 2011
9
, 

interviews were conducted in WA, Tasmania and  NSW with members of fire 

agencies and government departments involved in policy making, bushfire 

management, media and communications, bushfire safety and education and bushfire 

response. The majority of the respondents were unaware that gender was an issue, and 
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in some cases they responded to questions on the role of gender stating it was not only 

unimportant but irrelevant. The death statistics for the last 100 years highlight the 

importance of tailoring safety programs and activities differently for men and 

women
2
. The report by Tyler et al

9
 reports that men and women have different roles in 

the household and many women report being unaware of how to operate equipment to 

stay and defend and would prefer to prepare and leave early. Researcher’s feedback 

on this synthesis indicates that further gender studies are underway as part of the 

Bushfire CRC program. 

Theme 2: Trust 

To be effective, sources of information and influence need to be 

trusted by individuals and the community. This trust can be 

unwittingly eroded by seemingly minor acts or omissions, or may not 

exist at all if relationships have not been built. 
 

Trust emerged as a key theme in the research findings across programs and 

methodologies both in terms of its positive role, and the impact of its loss.   The 

importance of trust was evident at every level, from trust of agencies through to trust 

of individuals in the community who are trying to promote preparedness activities
10-

12
. 

Although some of the research relates the loss of trust to catastrophic events, such as 

an agency losing control of a planned burn, it is the more simple and repetitive issues 

that seem to be continually raised that erode trust.  In the context of active fires, it 

seems that lack of local knowledge in information updates is a persistent cause of trust 

erosion.  This is evident in the mispronunciation of place names, referring to a fire 

being ‘in town’ when it has only reached the outskirts of the council boundaries, or on 

a road that is 50 plus kilometres long.  When this is combined with commercial radio 

phone-ins, the result is that faith in official announcements is eroded 
7,13

.  As 
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researchers noted when interviewed, even when receiving official warnings, residents 

only act when this is confirmed through other sources. 

 

Conflicting information can also lead to a lack of trust. A quote in the report on 

community decision making from the Murrindindi fire by McLennan and Elliott 
13

 

highlights the level of confusion that eroded trust. 

‘it’s just a case where I was being told to go here, to go there, to do this, it’s 

safe, it’s not safe, it’s on fire, it’s not on fire, Narbethong is flat, Buxton’s 

gone, it’s coming in from Buxton, and your head just spins from all these 

different people telling you all different stories... a lot of people were going 

back towards the Cumberland because they were told it was safe but it wasn’t. 

And when they decided to evacuate the Cumberland, they all went to the footy 

oval and people were still turning up at the Cumberland and finding it empty ‘ 

(pp.31). 

 

Ensuring the website information during emergencies is up to date has been a way 

that agencies have engendered trust. Many people interviewed in the post bushfire 

surveys used the websites for information on warnings and what to do. Some 

respondents would have preferred more precise information on what to do and where 

to go from the website when fire warnings escalated.  

 

The relationship between the agencies, the media and the government is also an area 

where trust can be enhanced or lost. Whenever there is an inquiry, there is a 

perception that agencies are not being honest about events or that there has been a 

cover up of some sort as is noted in Fire Note 98.  
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Many of the studies talked about people receiving or seeking information from trusted 

sources. The importance of an individual’s networks for validating and verifying 

information cannot be stressed enough. Fire Note 104 highlights the importance of 

both bonding social capital where people rely on family and close friends for support 

and information; but also the value of bridging social capital where a person who has 

gained respect in the network can cross cultural boundaries and can bring in new 

information that is also trusted.  

 

The review of community safety initiatives, and what make these work, emphasised 

the importance of trust to enable these initiatives to work
12

. This review highlights 

that ‘single stand-alone activities are unlikely to achieve all the desired results. A 

careful selection and integration of a small suite of activities that are focused 

sequentially on generating engagement and trust as the first steps is critical to the 

success of any community safety initiatives’. However, as Paton noted when 

discussing the research, it is not evident that fire agencies understand what 

community engagement and trust fully mean.  As Fairbrother noted, many agencies 

are replicating each others actions, making it difficult to decide who to trust. 

 

Theme 3: Information versus news 

Sources of information that individuals and community use are 

competing for attention and have very different and often competing 

goals at origin. 
 

People are generally interested in the news around bushfires. The media have a role to 

play in ensuring that the news is reported accurately and reflects the situation 
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truthfully, but as is clearly highlighted by the research, 
14

 the media have their own 

job to do and it is not always to serve the interests of the agencies. The national media 

will portray the most newsworthy infotainment: the dramatic rescue, the inevitable 

destruction, the human interest story, or the photo that captures the hearts of the 

nation such as the one that has gone viral on the internet of the firefighter giving a 

drink to a koala.  

 

Clearly defining what bushfire information needs to be disseminated and through 

what channels makes the relationships between the agencies and the media smoother. 

Participants in the media study following the Grampians fires 
15

 did not confine their 

definition of the media only to the commercial media such as television, radio or print 

news. They generalised the media to all information sources such as agency websites, 

newsletters, pamphlets and even community forums. 

 

Paton 
5
recommends that messages to the public need to spell out the boundaries 

between public and private responsibilities and to make it clear that households and 

agencies make complementary inputs into risk management. He highlights that some 

messages may lead to people getting the idea that the organisation sending the 

message is doing something about the risk, and that they themselves are not 

responsible for countering the risk (pp.31).  

 

The media can be used to report on the positive aspects of preparedness, showing 

cases where preparedness led to homes not being burnt. This has been seen to be 

effective after the Kobe earthquake in promoting preparedness in the future. Reports 

written on the first anniversary of the earthquake used heading like ‘Lessons from 
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Kobe’. Generalised damage reports have been shown to lead to fatalism which is a 

deterrent to preparedness; whereas more analytical articles have been shown to reduce 

that sense of fatalism and loss of locus of control. Paton recommends ‘portraying 

scenes were homes remain intact because of protective actions that home owners have 

taken and/or their good construction’ (pp.44).  

 

Telephone alerts are seen as the most effective way of providing information to 

residents in bushfire risk areas when faced with escalating risk. However, Fire Note 

119 points out there is not an understanding of the pre-existing lack of mobile phone 

coverage to some areas and people in rural areas may not have received the warning 

in a timely manner. Some respondents following the NSW fires in 2013 did not 

receive the messages sent to them until the next day following the fire
7
.  

 

Local knowledge is seen as very important when conveying both information and 

news, but one repeated problem arises with bushfire information and that is one of 

identification. Fires unlike cyclones are named based on their starting points, which 

causes a problem when the name does not reflect, either their current location, or 

where the present threat is, as highlighted in Fire Note 119.  

Theme 4: Tailoring 

One message for all is not going to engage even the majority. 

Diverse researchers highlighted issues that reflect the need for tailoring of information 

and programs. Whether researchers looked at communities, organisations, geographic 

zones, or individuals, the issue of differences in how they think, communicate and act 

with regard to bushfire risk, understanding and mitigation were consistently raised. 
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The work by Cottrell ‘Know your patch to grow your patch’ provides guidance on 

how to effectively undertake community profiling. 

Tailoring By Location 
The issue of the rural-urban interface was raised by many as an at risk community 

lacking bushfire knowledge
8,16,17

.   In the more rural contexts, issues were identified 

concerning tree-changers who move to the bush environment with little or no formal 

ties and little or no bushfire knowledge or experience. It was reported that these 

communities have substantial differences in the stability of their residents, some have 

a significant or substantial population that is turning over and loose ties that bind 

them, and thus constantly need re-engaging, informing and supporting to maximise 

preparedness. These communities can be engaged around the notion of community as 

locality. Information and programs can be tailored to suit the location and the 

resources available that residents may be unaware of. Fire Note 59 reported that 

people who did not prepare cited, lack of time, inadequate resources, including on 

practical how-to information, negative outcome expectancy and anxiety when 

thinking about fire and its consequences. 

Tailoring By Belonging 
Others communities are more stable, but may be more closed communities, who 

identify more on belonging. These communities can be engaged through support for 

neighbours and other activities that promote active engagement
17

. Engaging with each 

other as a community is common. Agencies need to understand the community 

dynamics and how the networks function as shown in Fire Note 104, and develop 

trust before any program or information intervention can be successfully 

implemented. Fire Note 59 reports that people who reported increased levels of 

preparedness had formed an intent to prepare, they believed that their actions would 
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have a positive effect on mitigating the bushfire hazard, they had a sense of 

community and communicated with other members of their community about bushfire 

preparedness, their sense of community was linked to location. 

Tailoring By Association 
Yet other communities identify by association, such as in the study of the Sudanese 

community
18

 and the study with people with disabilities (Fire Note 52). These 

communities can be engaged through community leaders. 

Tailoring By Demographics 
Studies have also shown that sub groups in the community need to be engaged to 

build their specific skills and knowledge, particularly women (Fire Note 40) and 

children (Fire Note 89). 

Tailoring By Household Configuration 
Some households are single person households; others are families with children; 

while others have livestock or pets. Responsibility for others has been shown to have 

a large impact on decision making around bushfire response and intentions, (Fire 

Notes 98, 107, 112, 117). The importance of livestock cannot be underestimated. One 

of the post bushfire survey respondents stated about his livestock ‘The valued 

bloodlines, a legacy of generations, cannot be replaced’. Decisions to stay and defend 

or delay leaving early were weighed up against the need to make arrangements for 

animals, such as opening gates for livestock to escape. Comments made by many 

people related to concerns for family, either who chose to stay and defend while other 

members of the family left, or when the right time to leave was so as to keep children 

and animals safe.  
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These are just some of the nuanced differences between communities that indicate the 

need to tailor approaches and priorities to the community being worked with.  The 

pilot conducted in Tasmania reported in Fire Note 107 that has developed a model and 

resources consisting of community engagement volunteers, a community forum 

template, a field day template and bushfire ready neighbourhood groups is an example 

of how the research can inform and help to guide agency practice. 

 

One message for all is not going to engage even the majority. Rhodes and Gilbert 
12

 

recommend a  

‘careful selection and integration of a small suite of activities that seek to 

generate engagement, trust, and self-confidence, confirmation and re-

assessment, and community involvement and collaboration may be the most 

successful. The use of an overarching program logic to link the different 

activities to the desired outcomes would facilitate better planning and 

evaluation’. 

Theme 5: Community versus individual action 

Individuals make decisions. They need accurate timely, 

implementable information. 
 

Fire Note 88 critiques the relevance of defining community as it relates to bushfire 

preparedness and mitigation. Community is often defined in the policy, planning and 

operational documents as a locality. However, community can also be defined as a 

shared sense of belonging, or community as a social network and can be relational 

rather than locational – especially amongst migrants into urban interface areas. It is 

important for agencies when working with individuals in communities to understand 

how different segments of the community see their own locality and whether their 
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social network gives them better access to information. Understanding the sense of 

belonging to the community can assist agencies to mobilise groups to support each 

other in times of crisis, or acknowledge that this is in fact a ‘brittle community’ 

needing external support. 

 

However, it is individuals who make decisions and have intentions. Paton refers to the 

‘optimistic bias’ when he reports that we think we are better prepared than our 

neighbours. As a group we perceive there to be a risk but individually we don’t think 

our level of risk is as high as the risk faced by others. This is clearly the case when 

people think of the likelihood of a fire consuming their own home. Yet we know there 

is a direct relationship between the distance between native bush and houses that have 

been destroyed by bushfire. Leonard’s, CSIRO work found that of all houses that 

burnt down, 80 % were within 100 m of native bush, 90% within 200m and 100% 

within 300m. Helping people to understand the cumulative odds of a particular house 

or group of houses being in a bushfire over a lifetime is more important than 

understanding the risk in any one year. This also helps in amortising the cost of 

preparedness over the lifetime of the house. 

Theme 6: Risk perception and personalisation of risk 

Currently, we have limited understanding of the decision making 

behind fire plan decisions and whether they are enacted. 
 

There is a lot of social science research and theories on risk perception and 

personalisation of risk. We know that individuals have different appetites for risk and 

providing them with a logical assessment of risk through probability information 

around bushfires may not be the most effective way of motivating individual 

preparedness and action. Warning fatigue may develop for people who choose to 
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leave early, making appropriate preparations and evacuating their families and then 

where nothing bad happens, they may not heed the next or subsequent warnings. 

Paton
5
 states,  

‘If people overestimate their existing knowledge and preparedness and base 

their decisions about their preparedness needs on beliefs that existing levels 

are sufficient, make judgements based on inappropriate comparisons with 

others, transfer responsibility for action to others, or wait until certain 

proximal cues are present in their environment, they are less likely to attend to 

risk information about bushfires. Households that overestimate their 

preparedness for hazard events on any of these grounds will reduce their 

perceived risk, their willingness to attend to new information, and their 

perceived need for any additional preparation’ (pp. 25) 

We know that individuals are more likely to take action to prevent perceived loss.  

Feedback soon after taking action and seeing relevant clear action messages 

repeatedly are also known to prompt action.  

 

A heavy focus on risk by campaigns and agencies may not be achieving the desired 

effect. An intensive community workshop or series of workshops may develop 

engagement, but when it occurs at the same time as other interventions, such as TV 

scare campaigns which creates fatalism, then it is impossible to know which program 

was responsible for what.  A bushfire in another state or community may have 

prompted individuals to take action. A planned burn out of fire season may have 

scared some individuals into taking action, or it may have caused some people to put 

their house on the market because of a fear of loss.  Action may have resulted because 

there was a catastrophic fire in the state, or people known to the individual may have 
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been affected in another location all together.  Alternatively, a well-developed grass 

roots level campaign undertaken may have been effective in changing behaviour.   

There are limited resources available to promote fire safety and preparatory activity 

and these need to be spent efficiently.  Currently, it is just not possible to know what 

is responsible for individual’s intentions or actions around bushfires. 

Gaps 

Evaluations 
The use of systematic and controlled evaluations are essential if good programs and 

interventions are to be identified and promoted and those that do not work as intended 

are to be ceased. Although there are mass programs and initiatives, from television 

infomercials, through to intensive community safety programs, we actually have little 

information about what actually works for whom and in what context.  

Some activities may be undermining other programs which are 

running simultaneously 
 

We see this as a consequence of the lack of controlled and systematic evaluations that 

are undertaken by the researchers and the agencies together. We suspect that the 

layering of programs that currently occurs without a specific unified evaluation plan 

as proposed by the C7 project team 
12,19

 has unintended consequences whereby some 

activities may be undermining other programs which are  running simultaneously. 

 

We need to be measuring the outcomes that we wish to influence. Researchers have 

raised the issue that agencies have a focus on markers of engagement and process, 

rather than outcomes of campaigns. We know from a diverse range of research areas 

that there are relatively weak links between process markers and behaviour change 
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namely, the actual behaviours and actions interventionists try to promote. The 

Bushfire CRC research to date has developed and validated tools to enable this to 

happen. Data needs to be collected from controlled sites, communities and with 

individuals if we are to establish what works for whom and in what context. 

Theory based interventions 
It is critical that community bushfire safety programs take a more theoretically driven 

approach. There is an abundance of literature across multiple areas of research that 

demonstrate that interventions and programs based on clear theoretical rationales are 

more effective and easier to implement and replicate across multiple settings than non 

theory driven approaches. 

The C7 group have argued that developing, testing and refining a logic model or more 

elaborate theory of how a program achieves its outcome, as well as simply 

researching whether the desired outcomes were achieved, is central to sound and 

useful evaluation. Their logic model is particularly useful for the complex 

intervention that community bushfire safety programs are. McLennan argues that 

models and theories from social and health psychology are useful in the field of 

community bushfire safety. Paton also highlights a range of theoretical approaches 

used in other fields of disaster research and preparedness that he supports would be 

applicable to guide bushfire safety interventions. These theoretical models have been 

proposed since the first fire notes have been published and continue to make their way 

into Fire Notes. 

Context of other competing agendas  
Interventions and programs must recognise that communities and individuals in 

bushfire risk areas interact within complex social, environmental and economic 

contexts.  Other agendas interact and sometimes compete with fire safety needs. Peri-
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urban communities and rural populations have well documented larger numbers of 

people with lower socio-economic resources and there are a larger proportion of 

people who are older, thus limiting the resources that households have available to 

invest in preparedness and fire mitigation activities.  

 

Paton (2006) recommends that ‘strategies designed to get people to take action in 

relation to a particular risk, such as bushfire, need to show why this particular risk is 

as worthy, or more worthy of people’s time and resources, than the many other risks 

and attractions that compete for their attention (particularly when communication 

occurs during quiescent periods when fire may be furthest from people’s minds, 

competition with holiday plans etc.); once this is done, risk communication must 

attend to the task of encouraging the adoption of each recommended action’ (Fire 

Note 39). 

 

Environmental agendas underpin the motivation for many people to reside in high 

bushfire risk areas. Protection of native habitats and attraction of native species may 

directly compete with maintaining a fire-safe residence. Protecting indigenous flora 

and fauna which are flowering or nesting during prime burning times, or clearing a 

sufficient perimeter around the bush property may place land owners in a conflict 

situation. The research to date has identified some of these issues but has not built on 

the early work identified
10,20,21

. 

Resource dissemination and uptake  
Sharing of resources and programs is essential and the development of a repository to 

identify resources developed to date has been difficult to achieve. Fire Note 102 

reports on a project to collate the communication resources. The authors note these 
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resources range from printed materials, radio, television, DVD, CD, telephone 

information, agency websites, social media, community meetings, bumper stickers, 

game boards and local puppet shows. They have produced a ‘Grid’ which is divided 

into Campaign, Scheme, Originating Agency, Target Audience, and Form 

(mode/media) as a resource for further research or program planning. These authors 

also noted that the process was not straightforward and version control within the 

agencies was problematic. Some centres continued to use out-dated material as they 

had spare stocks. There does not appear to be a coordinated approach to resource 

development across the sector.  

 

The Fire Notes produced by the Bushfire CRC are in an easy to digest format, using a 

standard layout. They summarise the research well, but the evidence of information 

contained in them filtering through to agencies is not there, as highlighted by the 

gender study reported in Fire Note 101. The post fire surveys of 2011, 2012 and 2013 

also do not show any signs of community perceptions or actions changing. These 

changes should be evident if research finding from the Bushfire CRC were being 

incorporated into agency programs. 

AFAC Workshop 
The draft report was presented and discussed at a 1½ day workshop with 36 

community safety practitioners from a diverse range of emergency service agencies 

from across Australasia, at the CRC/AFAC offices in Melbourne (see appendix 3 for 

attendees).  Following discussions of the report content and the research that informed 

it, attendees identified that if mitigation, resiliency and community preparedness are 

to be improved, there needs to be: 

1. A long term strategy  
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 with a high level demonstrated commitment to the importance of 

mitigation and community engagement; 

 that asserts the importance of resilience building, being a whole of 

organisation core responsibility; 

 engaging and collaborating with other non-emergency agencies and 

organisations working in the same communities. 

2. That actions to promote resilience and mitigation should: 

 be informed by greater community engagement;  

 support and facilitate community actions; 

 be evaluated against consistent appropriate measures of engagement, trust, 

efficacy and cost effectiveness; 

 use consistent understandable messages across jurisdictions and agencies; 

 acknowledge successful mitigation and accentuate the positives more; 

 involve more brigade members with the required community engagement 

and safety promotion competencies and skills. 

To achieve these goals the workshop attendees prioritised five recommendations 

for action 

1. All AFAC member agencies incorporate the Strategic Directions for Fire and 

Emergency Services in Australia and New Zealand 2014-2016 in all levels of 

strategy, planning and reporting.  That this is matched by a clear demonstrated 

commitment, evidenced by appropriate resources and support from organisations to 

prioritise long term planning to promote mitigation, resilience and preparedness. 

2. AFAC members support a culture change such that an understanding and 

commitment to community resilience and engagement is a component of operations 

and business as usual.  
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 Emergency services commit resources directed towards evaluation of 

engagement strategies and programs. 

 Include community as a stakeholder in decision-making and program 

development and strategy. 

 Support the development of theory based programs that address specific 

community needs and concerns, pilot and evaluate programs.  

3. AFAC members lead a national approach to program development and 

implementation that provides opportunities for agencies and practitioners to share and 

explore current best practice; develop and establish an agreed set of engagement, 

efficacy and cost measures and put in place a more mature and sophisticated approach 

to deciding research priorities.   

4. AFAC members work to build the capacity of organisations to work with 

communities and measure/evaluate their success in building resilience.  

 Agencies investigate how to improve engagement and collaborate with each 

other and non-emergency stakeholders. 

 There is a commitment to sharing ‘in-house’ evaluations and research across 

emergency services sectors and jurisdictions.  

 That AFAC members recommend a set of common, appropriate tools and 

methodologies to understand and engage with different communities. 

5. AFAC members incorporate local ‘trusted sources’ into all incident management 

structures and community safety planning. 

Questions that remain unanswered  
Emerging from the synthesis and workshop there are a number of questions that 

remain unanswered. These include: 

What change management strategies are agencies putting in place to incorporate the 

research findings and recommendations? 
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What alternate models for working with volunteers and community would be 

acceptable to agencies in a non-threat environment? 

How are agencies responding to approaching mitigation in a theoretically sound, 

systematic, structured way?  

Are agencies relying too heavily on volunteers who don’t know the approach, or are 

not trained to do this work?  

What can these volunteers teach the agencies? 

How do agencies rank the importance of new information? 

What leadership endorsement is being provided to the research findings?  

What audits are agencies conducting of relevant operational documents? 

What is the role of men and women in households in planning and preparedness?  

What role do women have in agencies?  

How are the expenses of continuing to develop community safety initiatives justified? 
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Appendix 1 Tables of Literature Included and Analysis 
Table 1- Thematic Analysis 

Article Mismatch 

Agency/individual/ 

community 

perceptions 

Trust Info vs News Tailoring/custom 

Messages needed 

Community vs 

individual action 

Risk perception 

personalisation  

of risk 

Community and fire 

service perceptions of 

bushfire issues in 

Tamborine Mountain: 

what's the difference? 

X X X X X X 

Know Your Patch to 

Grow Your Patch 

   X  X 

Community 

engagement: Weather 

matters in Indigenous 

communities' Workshop 

and evaluation report 

X X X X X X 

Fire risk in Aboriginal 

peri-urban landscapes in 

North Australia: Case 

studies from western 

Cape York Peninsula 

 

 X  X X  

The Sudanese Refugees 

and Fire Hazard Study 

X X X X  X 

Thuringowa Bushfire 

Case Study- Technical 

X  X X X X 
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Report 

Bushfires- How can we 

avoid the unavoidable? 

 X    X 

Bushfires at the urban-

rural interface 

X      

Living with bushfire: 

What do people expect? 

   X X X 

Warning Systems: 

Issues and 

considerations for 

warning the public 

 X X X  X 

The Media and Fire 

Service- Public 

relations and 

community information: 

A Victorian view 

  X    

Reporting bushfires: 

What motivates the 

media? 

  X    

Media and bushfires: A 

Community Perspective 

Grampians Fires 2006 

 X X X   

Gender Matters: 

Applying a gendered 

analysis to bushfire 

research in Australia 

   X  X 

Evaluating Bushfire 

Community Education 

Programs: Final Report 

 X  X X X 
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Project C7 

Community members' 

decision making under 

the stress of imminent 

bushfire threat- 

Murrindindi 

X X X X X X 

Resilience at the urban 

interface: the 

Community Fire Unit 

approach 

 

     X 

Social contexts of 

responses to bushfire 

threat: a case study of 

the Wangary fire 

 

X   X  X 

Prepare, stay and defend 

or leave early: evidence 

for the Australian 

approach 

X  X   X 

Property safety: Judging 

structural safety 

    X X 

Don't get burnt by the 

law: the legal 

implications of the 

'prepare, stay and 

defend or leave early' 

policy 

 

X     X 
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Climate change and 

community bushfire 

resilience 

 X X   X 

Lake Clifton Fire 10 

January 2011: Field 

Interview Taskforce 

Report- Community 

bushfire safety 

X     X 

Community 

understanding and 

awareness of bushfire 

safety: January 2013 

bushfires 

X     X 

Preliminary report on 

the January 2013 fires 

in the South-Eastern 

Tasmania research 

project 

X     X 

Issues in community 

bushfire safety: 

Analyses of interviews 

conducted by the 2009 

Victorian bushfires 

research task force 

 

X     X 
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Table 2: Literature Included in the Synthesis 

 

Authors Year Title Location Method Published Quality assessment 

Bushnell, S 

Balcombe, L 

Cottrell, A 

2007 Community and fire 

service perceptions 

of bushfire issues in 

Tamborine 

Mountain: what's 

the difference? 

QLD Case study,  

Community survey 

33% response rate 

n= 163 

interviews with 

stakeholders n=? 

peer R/V 

journal 

(published as a 

book chapter 

in 2008) 

√ 

 

Cottrell, A.  Know Your Patch 

to Grow Your Patch 

 No ref to literature 

discussed 

course material 

community 

profiling 

No evidence of 

being based on 

Research in the 

document 

Cottrell, A 

Lowe, D 

Spillman, M 

2008 Community 

engagement: 

Weather matters in 

Indigenous 

communities' 

Workshop and 

evaluation report. 

QLD Workshop 

evaluation 

11 participants 9 

follow-ups 

evaluation 

report  

slides 

Process evaluation 

only 

Monaghan, J 

 

2004 Fire risk in 

Aboriginal peri-

urban landscapes in 

North Australia: 

Case studies from 

western Cape York 

Peninsula 

 

QLD Case Study Research 

report 

Descriptive case 

study of remote 

peri-urban 

Aboriginal 

communities 

(Published as book 

Chapter in 2007) 
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Glasgow, K 2006 The Sudanese 

Refugees and Fire 

Hazard Study 

QLD 4 Focus groups 

? n 

report Findings of 4 

workshops on fire 

safety 

Bushnell, S 

Cottrell, A 

Spillman, M 

Lowe, D 

 

2006 Thuringowa 

Bushfire Case 

Study- Technical 

Report 

QLD Case study 

Survey 28% 

response 

n=263 

research report 

(published as a 

book chapter 

in 2008) 

Survey results 

 

Willis, M 2005 Bushfires- How can 

we avoid the 

unavoidable? 

 

 L/R peer R/V 

journal 

Discussion paper on 

typology of 

bushfire/arson 

Balcombe L.  2007 Bushfires at the 

urban-rural 

interface 

 L/R (Published as 

book Chapter 

in 2007) 

 

 

Bushnell S, Cottrell 

A.  

2007 Living with 

bushfire: What do 

people expect? 

 L/R (Published as 

book Chapter 

in 2007) 

 

Paton D 2006 Warning Systems: 

Issues and 

considerations for 

warning the public 

 L/R draft research 

report 

Literature review of 

information needs 

and media role in 

Bushfires 

Paton, D 2006 Promoting 

Household and 

Community 

Preparedness for 

Bushfires: A review 

of issues that 

 L/R research report 

(published as 

chapter in 

book 2008) 

Literature review of 

preparedness 

information 

strategies. Excellent 

appendices of 

evidence based 
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inform the 

development and 

delivery of risk 

communication 

strategies 

strategies and tips 

including how to 

run public 

information 

sessions 

Pages 85-100 

Cohen, E 

Hughes, P 

White, P.B 

n.d. The Media and Fire 

Service- Public 

relations and 

community 

information: A 

Victorian view 

Vic Semi-structured 

interviews N=13 

with 7 media and 6 

emergency 

personnel and 

observations in 

CFA State Co-ord 

Centre 

research report Thematic analysis 

results 

Cohen, E 

Hughes, P 

White, P.B 

2006 Reporting 

bushfires: What 

motivates the 

media? 

 

Vic Semi-structured 

interviews N=13 

with 7 media and 6 

emergency 

personnel and 

observations in 

CFA State Co-ord 

Centre 

research report 

(published as a 

book chapter 

2008) 

Thematic analysis 

results 

Cohen, E 

Hughes, P 

White, P.B 

2006 Media and 

bushfires: A 

Community 

Perspective 

Grampians Fires 

2006 

 

Vic 3 focus groups  

?n 

research report Thematic analysis 

results 
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Tyler, M 

Fairbrother, P 

Chaplin, S 

Mees, B 

Phillips, R 

Toh, K 

2012 Gender Matters: 

Applying a 

gendered analysis to 

bushfire research in 

Australia 

 L/R research report  

RMIT 

Rhodes, A 

Gilbert, J 

& 

Elsworth, G 

Anthony-Harvey-

Beavis, K 

Rhodes, A 

 

2009 Evaluating Bushfire 

Community 

Education 

Programs: Final 

Report Project C7 

 Overview of work 

conducted by the 

team over 5 years 

program final 

report 

(preliminary 

results 

published as 2 

chapters in 

book 2008) 

Program Logic and 

workshop/ course 

materials resources 

available on CD 

ROM (not supplied) 

Rhodes, A 2005 Stay of go: What do 

people think of the 

choice? 

 Telephone survey 

n=718 

Slides 

presented at 

conference? 

Descriptive data, no 

stats provided 

McLennan, J 

Elliott, G 

2011 Community 

members' decision 

making under the 

stress of imminent 

bushfire threat- 

Murrindindi 

Vic Pilot study 

Interviews n=51  

Lay witness 

statements n=15 

Royal Commission 

Evidence of 38 

fatalities 

report Methods 

appropriate for 

larger data set 

analysis 

Excellent 

Appendices for data 

analysis, including 

interview schedule 

human behaviour 

coding sheet & 

bushfire threat 



Skinner&Skinner 
 

9 

rating scale 

 

Handmer, J 

Haymes, K 

2008 Community 

bushfire safety 

 Book Book 

published by 

CSIRO 

publishing  

Edited Peer 

reviewed book 

Lowe, T 

Haynes, K 

Byrne, G 

2008 Resilience at the 

urban interface: the 

Community Fire 

Unit approach 

 

NSW & ACT Agency interviews 

N=20 

CFU member 

survey n=670 

Public survey n=50 

Focus groups n=4 

(published as a 

book chapter 

2008) 

Mixed methods 

results 

 

Goodman, H 

Proudley, M 

 

2008 Social contexts of 

responses to 

bushfire threat: a 

case study of the 

Wangary fire 

 

SA Household 

interviews n=17 

(published as a 

book chapter 

2008) 

Thematic analysis, 

Gender and 

household 

relationships 

identified 

Tibitts, A 

Handmer, J 

Haynes, K 

Lowe, T 

Whittaker, J 

 

2008 Prepare, stay and 

defend or leave 

early: evidence for 

the Australian 

approach 

 Analysis of 

bushfire fatality 

database 1901-

2006 

Focus groups n=5 

participants n=73 

F2f surveys n=49 

Interviews n=19 

(published as a 

book chapter 

2008) 

Mixed methods 

results 

Blanchi, R 

Leonard, J 

 

2008 Property safety: 

Judging structural 

safety 

Vic & SA Survey of houses 

n=2000 

Interviews 

(published as a 

book chapter 

2008) 

Mixed methods 

Results 
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Document analysis 

Simulation analysis 

Loh, E 2008 Don't get burnt by 

the law: the legal 

implications of the 

'prepare, stay and 

defend or leave 

early' policy 

 Comprehensive 

analysis of 

Australian 

legislation and case 

law 

(published as a 

book chapter 

2008) 

Results 

Ganewatta, G 2008 The economics of 

bushfire 

management 

 Economic analysis 

(Positive analysis 

& normative 

analysis) 

(published as a 

book chapter 

2008) 

Promotion of 

different economic 

models to value 

costs and benefits 

McLennan, J 

Birch, A 

Cowlishaw, S 

Suss, J 

 

2008 Save the brigade! 

Recruiting and 

retaining fire 

service volunteers 

to protect your 

community 

 L/R 

Surveys X7 n=? 

Interviews CFA 

staff n=20 

(published as a 

book chapter 

2008) 

Generalised 

findings 

 

 

 

 

Bosomworth, K 

Handmer, J 

 

2008 Climate change and 

community bushfire 

resilience 

 

 L/R (published as a 

book chapter 

2008) 

 

McLennan, J 

Dunlop, P 

Kelly, L 

Elliott, G 

2011 Lake Clifton Fire 

10 January 2011: 

Field Interview 

Taskforce Report- 

Community 

bushfire safety 

 

WA Interviews n=40 Research 

report 

Results 
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Mackie, B 

McLennan, J 

Wright, L 

 

2013 Community 

understanding and 

awareness of 

bushfire safety: 

January 2013 

bushfires 

NSW Interviews n=238 

Online survey 

n=975 

Research 

report 

Results 

Boylan, J 

Cheek, C 

Skinner, T 

 

2013 Preliminary report 

on the January 2013 

fires in the South-

Eastern Tasmania 

research project 

Tas Interviews and 

semi-structured 

survey n=245 

Research 

report 

Results 

McLennan, J 

Elliott, G 

Omodei, M 

 

2011 Issues in 

community bushfire 

safety: Analyses of 

interviews 

conducted by the 

2009 Victorian 

bushfires research 

task force 

Vic Recoding of 

interviews n=496 

Research 

report 

Results 
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Appendix 2 Table 3: Fire Notes Included in this Synthesis 
Fire Note 

No 

Date Title Findings/Recommendations 

7 Oct 2006 The stay and defend your property or go early 

policy 

Outline of the AFAC position and the research program of 

the CRC in 2006 

9 Nov 2006 Understanding communities living with 

bushfire: The Thuringowa bushfire case study 

Participants in this case study prioritised cyclone risk over 

bushfire risk. Further research about providing targeted 

messages to different communities using case study 

methods 

15 Dec 2007 Bushfire community education programs: 

How well do they work and how best to 

allocate community safety resources? 

Rationale for a program theory approach to evaluating 

community safety programs, Early C7 results reported 

20 May 2008 Awareness of bushfire risk- Tamborine Mt 

case study 

Participants in this case study prioritised road trauma risk 

over bushfire risk. Difference in perceptions between fire 

agencies and participants. Community membership not 

based on locality, more connected through networks. 

Community belonging achieved around escarpment plan. 

29 April 2009 Driving the preparedness message home Report of survey data from Sydney and Hobart about 

preparedness messages. Lack of understanding by 

householders on what constitutes an adequately prepared 

property. Outcome expectancy predicts willingness to 

prepare. 

33 July 2009 Planning and evaluating community safety 

programs 

By trying to understand what works for whom in what 

situation the researchers have proposed a “Program theory 

model of community safety approach to bushfire” 

program logic and “Community ownership a 

communication flowchart” be adopted for program 

planning and evaluation. Builds on cumulative research. 

40 Oct 2009 Exploring the bushfire experience from a Gendered role of bushfire preparedness and the 
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domestic perspective importance of emotional attachment to place, possessions 

and animals 

52 January 2010 Bushfire safety for people with special needs Agencies need to make explicit their roles in emergencies. 

Better signage of roads and boundaries and place names. 

58 April 2010 A Case for bushfire information targeting 

women 

Report on workshops to prepare women for bushfire 

crises. 

Builds on previous research 

59 May 2010 Community bushfire preparedness: What 

drives our decisions? 

Explanatory model of differences between those who 

prepare and those who do not that can be used to test 

intent in community surveys and incorporated into 

initiatives. 

71 Dec 2010 Applying social psychology to community 

bushfire safety 

Critique of relevant social psychology theories to test. 

75 Feb 2011 Know your patch to grow your patch Promotes the resource developed for community profiling 

88 Oct 2011 Defining community: Debate and 

implications for bushfire policy 

Research has been undertaken in Victoria and Tasmania 

to test notions of community, further research needed in 

WA and NSW leading to comparative analysis across 4 

states. 

89 Jan 2012 Children’s knowledge of bushfire hazards Report of grounded theory to understand children’s 

perceptions of bushfire hazards and actions 

91 May 2012 Householders’ survival decisions under 

imminent bushfire threat- 2011 Lake Clifton 

(WA) fire- a joint FESA- Bushfire CRC field 

research study 

Similarity between Victorian findings and WA findings. 

Visual cues such as smoke, embers or flames were 

important in the decision-making process. Information 

gained from personal networks was seen as essential for 

survival.  

Builds on previous research methods 

98 Oct 2012 Community bushfire safety issues: Findings 

from interviews affected by the 2009 

Victorian bushfires 

Clearly stated lack of understanding by people in a fire 

crisis of the information needed to make a sound decision 

to leave early. Those who stay and defend are not well 
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prepared psychologically for the reality; and failure of 

equipment, the house structure and personal capabilities is 

a very real risk for those that do stay to defend putting 

their life at ‘dire’ risk. 

101 Dec 2012 Gender and bushfire Agencies unaware of importance of gender as an issue in 

bushfire community safety, some state gender is 

irrelevant. Need for further research on gendered roles 

and value of risk aversion of women. Role of women in 

agencies, and disaster recovery. Domestic violence after 

bushfire. 

Builds on previous research 

102 Jan 2013 Making knowledge visible: collecting and 

collating bushfire communication products 

A grid has been constructed of communication resources 

from printed materials, radio, television, DVD, CD, 

telephone information, agency websites, social media, 

community meetings, bumper stickers, game boards and 

local puppet shows. The Grid is divided into Campaign, 

Scheme, Originating Agency, Target Audience, Form 

(mode/media) as a resource for further research or 

program planning. 

104 Feb 2013 Understanding social networks for bushfire 

preparation 

Report of network analysis and the importance of 

understanding this aspect of community, brings in the 

concepts of bonded social capital referring to familial ties 

and importance of bridging social capital to bring new 

information into a community. 

Builds on previous research 

107 April 2013 Promoting community bushfire preparedness Report of a pilot of using resources for community 

preparedness: Community engagement volunteers, 

community forum template, field day template and 

bushfire ready neighbourhood groups. Pilot conducted in 
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Tasmania showing effectiveness of combined strategy, 

ready to be rolled out to other communities.  

Builds on previous research 

108 May 2013 Predicting  bushfire preparedness from 

bushfire expectations 

Report of research to identify the links between 

recommendations in the ‘Prepare Act Survive’ brochure 

and perceived risk, perceived safety responsibility and 

preparatory action. Those who perceive themselves to be 

more responsible for their own safety carry out more 

preparedness activities of all categories. 

Builds on previous research 

112 July 2013 Defend or evacuate: Why residents delay this 

decision? 

There was no difference in knowledge of risk, perception 

of responsibility for the negative outcomes of a decision 

but the extreme difficulty in making the decision to stay 

and defend or leave early causes paralysing indecision. 

Builds on previous research 

117 Sept 2013 Residents intentions and reasons in the face of 

bushfires 

Intention analysis, Theory of planned behaviour and 

protection motivation 

Wait and see the best choice between two unpleaseant 

alternatives, ‘avoidance-avoidance’ conflict  

Recommends to convert the ‘wait and see’ group to 

‘intend to leave’ based on certain conditions being met. 

Builds on previous research. 

119 Nov 2013 How three communities reacted top bushfire: 

Research findings from the January 2013 

Bushfires in NSW 

Those on large acreage most likely to choose the stay and 

defend option, those in residential blocks most likely to 

choose the leave early option. Most people still indecisive. 

Still uncertainty about the fire danger levels except 

catastrophic. Only half of the respondents were aware of 

the relevant bushfire alerts, radio warnings as a way of 

knowing about their bushfire threat.  
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Appendix 3 Workshop Attendees 

Attendees for Workshop - 9 & 10 April 2014  
 Alan Rhodes Fire Services Commissioner Victoria Manager, Policy and Strategic Projects 

Amanda Leck Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council Director, Information and Community Safety 

Anthony Clark NSW Rural Fire Service 

 

Catherine Bryant Attorney-General’s Department 

Emergency Management Policy Attorney-General's 

 Department  

 

Chris Lewis Fire & Rescue NSW 

 

Superintendent / Assistant Director Community Safety  

and Research 

 

Damien Killalea Tasmania Fire Service Director, Community Fire Safety 

Deb Symons Cube Management Solutions Associate 

Dermot Barry South Australian State Emergency Service Deputy Chief Officer 

Erin Bulmer Country Fire Authority, Victoria Fire Ready Victoria Program Manager 

Fiona Dunstan South Australian Country Fire Service Manager Information Operations 

Greg Howard South Australian Metropolitan Fire Service 

Commander Community Safety and Resilience  

Department 

 

Greg Nettleton South Australian Country Fire Service Chief Officer 

Heather Crawley Australian Emergency Management Institute Manager-Education, Research and Training 

Jacob Riley Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council Project Officer, Community Safety 

Jennifer O'Beirne Department of Environment and Primary Industries, VIC Community Fire & Emergency Information Manager 

John Holloway Tasmania Fire Service Station Officer, State Operations 

Laura Little Department of Environment and Primary Industries, VIC Senior Project Officer, Community Engagement 

Leigh Miller South Australian Country Fire Service Director Preparedness Operations 

Murray Bawden Department of Fire and Emergency Services, WA 
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Neil Reid Queensland Fire and Rescue Service Director State Community Safety Operations Branch 

Noreen Krusel Bushfire CRC Manager Research Utilisation 

Peta O'Donohue South Australian Country Fire Service 

 Reegan Key Fire Services Commissioner Victoria Community Information & Warnings Adviser 

Richard Thornton Bushfire and Natural Hazards CRC Interim CEO 

Rob Llewellyn Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council Manager Community Safety 

Rob Saunders New Zealand Fire Service National Risk Reduction Manager 

Sandra Barber Tasmania Fire Service Manager, Community Education 

Sarah Anderson Surf Life Saving Australia Public Safety Project Coordinator 

Steve Yorke NSW Rural Fire Service Chief Superintendent 

Sunara Fernando NSW Rural Fire Service Community Engagement Manager 

Terry Hayes Country Fire Authority, Victoria A/Executive Manager Community Infrastructure 

Timothy Skinner 

  Tracy Grime South Australian Country Fire Service 

 Trina Read BOM 

 Andrew Richards New South Wales State Emergency Services Community Engagement Manager 

John  Rampling MFB Commander Public Education 
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Appendix 4 Workshop Outline 
Community Safety Research Synthesis Workshop Outline 

Skinner&Skinner Consultants 

Important matters 

TOILETS 

FIRE ALARM 

TEA AND COFFEE 

Rough plan - today 

9:00 Introductions and Review Report 

10:30 Morning Coffee 

10:45 Initial Reactions to Report 

12:30 Lunch 

13:00 Understanding Different Perspectives 

14:00 Afternoon Tea 

14:15 What Does This Tell Us? 

17:00 Close  

18:00 Evening Drinks 

19:00 Dinner  

 

Rough plan - tomorrow 

09:00 Recommendations for AFAC 

10:30 Morning tea 

10:45 Evaluation  

13:00 Lunch 

_________________________________ 

Ways of Working 

Topless (no other tasks) 

Selfish (speak for self only) 

Curious (no expertise) 

Thoughtful (listen and contribute) 

Respectful (about issues not people) 

Supportive (all thoughts are equally valid) 

______________________________________ 

Response vs  Mitigation 

What percentage of your agencies effort would you say is expended on Response and how 

much on Mitigation? 

______________________________________ 

What percentage of your agencies effort do you think should be spent on Response and how 

much on Mitigation? 

What are the barriers to your organisation spending more time on mitigation? 

______________________________________ 

MISSION IM Possible 

What are the key findings of the social research program from the Bushfire CRC and the 

Bushfire CRC Extension (research conducted by Program C during the first 7 years and 

Program 2 Communicating Risk for the past 3 years), including work conducted in WA 

(2010), Tasmania (2013), Victoria (2013) and NSW (2013)? 
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Were there any limitations of the work, unresolved questions and are there any suggestions 

for applications? 

How has the research that has been conducted resolved the gaps in knowledge? 

What progress has been made; and in what areas is there more that needs to be done (what 

gaps remain)? 

______________________________________ 

What we have done? 

Reviewed all material provided by the CRC 

Fire Notes 

Project Reports 

Position Reports 

Tracked down related articles by researchers 

DRAFT 1 

Discussion with CRC 

DRAFT 2 

Interviewed number of key researchers 

DRAFT 3 

What we will do ? 

Illicit feedback from AFAC workshop 

Response to report 

Key messages 

Recommendations 

Actions 

Collate feedback from researchers 

Prepare final draft report for CRC 

Prepare final report for AFAC 

________________________________________ 

What we think we saw ? 
1. Mismatch between Agency and Community 

2. Trust 

3. Information versus News  

4. Tailoring 

5. Community versus Individual  

6. Risk perception 

________________________________________ 

Mismatch 

 

Individual and community perceptions around bushfire mitigation are different from 

fire agencies perceptions, with fire agencies struggling to see things through the eyes of 

the community. 

Few residents understood the implications of all of the different fire danger levels. 

The majority of agency respondents were unaware that gender was an issue. 
 

MISMATCH BETWEEN AGENCY AND COMMUNITY PERCEPTIONS 

Stay & Defend, Leave Early, Wait and See 

Perceptions of Community Role 

Organisational Structure 
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Gender differences 

________________________________________ 

Trust 

To be effective, sources of information and influence need to be trusted by individuals 

and the community. This trust can be unwittingly eroded by seemingly minor acts or 

omissions, or may not exist at all if relationships have not been built. 
 

Trust 

Big events 

Small repetitive actions  

Who is trusted 

Bridging social capital 

Informal vs Formal warnings 

Website information 

No trust=no community safety impact 

Information vs News 

Sources of information that individuals and community use are competing for attention 

and have very different and often competing goals at origin. 
 

 

Lack of positives about preparedness 

Sensationalism/human interest is news 

Timeliness of warnings 

Naming of fires 

Tailoring 

One message for all is not going to engage even the majority. 
 

Location 

Type of community 

Segmentation of community 

Lifestyle 

Community vs Individual 

Individuals make decisions. They need accurate timely, implementable information. 
__________________________________________ 

Risk and is Personalisation 

Reality of actual risk 

Conflicting messages 

Gaps 

Evaluation 

Theory Based Interventions 

Context 

Resource Dissemination 

A PROGRAM THEORY MODEL FOR THE COMMUNITY SAFETY APPROACH 

TO BUSHFIRE 
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FIGURE 1: AN EXAMPLE OF A LOGIC MODEL FOR BUSHFIRE COMMUNITY 

EDUCATION PROGRAMS 
 

Guide on community profiling 

Initial responses 

____________________________________________ 

Take 5 post it notes 

On each one write a reaction / response (positive or negative) to the report  

Share with each other and sort into the smallest number of issues you can – select the post it 

note that best represents/ that best sums up an issue. 

Stick notes on wall – positive and negative separate 

Initial response 

____________________________________________ 

Understanding different perspectives 

 Video 

Different perspectives 

What is the message they are trying to get a across? 

What do they want the viewer to do as a result of watching this? 

How will the viewers do this? 

Is there anything about this commercial that could promote inaction? 

_______________________________________________ 

Thinking about the Report and Our conversations 

What does this tells us we should do more of? 

What does this tell us we should do less of? 

What does this tell us we should do that we don’t currently do? 
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Appendix 5 Workshop Process/ Activities  
 

 
 

Barriers to Mitigation 

Culture 

Complexity 

Political 

Perceived Effectiveness 

History – operational focus (mind set / culture) 

Uncertainty of outcomes, how to go about it  

Budget – already committed, difficult to shift – takes time 

Find best way to connect and different ways for different areas 

Low tolerance for failure 

ES culture and history is response focused 

Lack of evidence to demonstrate effectiveness of mitigation 

Public expectations that ES is about responding, fire trucks, planes etc.. 

ES organisation don’t understand how or why mitigation is important or have the 

skills or capacity to do it 

Mitigations is not “sexy” and there lack of political will to change focus 

Culture 

Community / political expectation 

No apparent immediate benefits 

Not sexy 
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Cost benefits is political cycle 

$ money / resources / time 

Culture – history, structures 

Lack of understanding of value 

Political will and policy 

Focus on resources – fixing what went wrong 

  

What does this tells us we should do more of? 

Agencies to take ownership of research initiatives / programs 

More co-ordination by states to undertake test evaluation of programs 

Recovery has not been touched at all need some focus part of greater program 

More visibility of research across all research in the EM sector 

More focus testing of campaigns and share results 

More pre and post campaign and CE programs evaluation 

Targeted interventions and post evaluation (pilot interventions) determine 

measures of success 

Understand more about what is happening on the ground in terms of delivery of 

programs, particularly volunteers and community champions 

Know your patch – understand more about community beliefs, perceptions and 

behaviours 

Recognise trusted networks and build (identify) trust 

Undertake more on research on cost/benefits of greater investment in mitigation 

Take a long term view of this work, build 5,10 & 20 year strategies  

Reframe debate about resilience building being whole of organisation and whole 

of community 

More rigorous honest and independent evaluation 

More organisational learning and culture of learning 

More collaboration & integration and information sharing 

Partnerships 

Bottom-up community led innovation 

Diversity of thought – industries, expertise, cultures, gender, age etc.. 

Needs based programming 

More high level commitment (demonstrated) by leaders of organisations and by 

politicians on importance of mitigation and community engagement 

More complementary programs 

More collaboration between all organisations working in the EM mitigation / 

safety space 

Establishing measures of usefulness and effectiveness  

Evidence of what works well & cost effectiveness & ROI 

Tailoring and targeting messages. Tool kit of messages 

Need to review training packaged to include practice component to equip 

personnel to do the job 

Integration of messages across organisations and states 

Stronger alignment between our activities unity of messages year round 

More positive stories 

Consultation to understand community understanding / misunderstanding to 

address gaps 

More strengthening of community action and encouraging self-reliance 

More holistic view of social change / policy 

More public participation in research 
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More operational personnel skilled in community engage 

More community engage being business as usual 

Long term cooperate investment into behaviour change programs 

  

What we should do less of; 

Less splitting of warning mechanism – promoting a spectrum suite rather than run 

in isolation 

Less mixed messages / complex messages 

Less chasing of new initatives – focus on evaluation/validation and enhancement 

of what exists 

Less being driven by researchers imperatives more by community / EM 

practitioners 

Less silos in emergency services / states 

Less disrespect for non CRC research 

Less risk adverse 

Less conflicting messages 

Less re-invention of the wheel 

Less inquiries and stand-alone recommendations 

Less knee jerk responses 

Less ad hoc activity – be more co-ordinated 

Less research driven by researchers 

Less working in isolation 

Less gut feel, more evidence base 

Less duplication of effort 

Less ownership be jurisdictions 

Reactive strategies 

Drink less 

Spend more time with our families 

Less cultural influence 

Assuming we know best 

Less reliance on EMM services 

Less ego 

Less blame – internally/externally  [royal com, coronials] 

Less hero 

Less focus on what was lost / more on what was saved 

Less fire fighting more empowerment 

Less paternalism 

Less catastrophisation – (buyers remorse, cries wolf) 

Less silos 

Less relying on our views about what is needed 

Less of a mismatch between our perceptions and community perceptions 

Less conflicting information and less complex messages, not so many ! 

Less generic messages (and more tailored) 

Less duplication of organisation putting out similar / same messages 

Stop putting very limited funds in to many trials as they are underfunded / 

researched 

  

What we should start doing. 

Resource adequately (currently trying to do more with less) 

More understanding of community views from a wide broader market research 
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Better define the question / problem to be able to address it more adequately 

Work more collaboratively – within and across organisations. Different skill sets 

for best outcomes 

Acknowledge success better 

Tailored / define messages better 

Be more receptive to constructive criticism 

Acknowledge the “saves” accentuate the positives 

Long term planning /view to achieve desired outcomes 

Do more evaluations of program effectiveness – what works for whom 

We should assess how programs link together and contribute to the overall 

strategy / directions 

We need to clarify our messages which are complex so that they address 

community needs and effectively engage people 

How do we effectively engage different group, communities, individuals? 

We need to develop capacities and provide resources, changes structures in our 

organisation so we can deliver effective community safely across the 

organisations 

Invest more in mitigation activities (based on research) 

Engage with and collaborate with other sectors (eg Heath & Neighbourhood 

House) 

Recognise that engagement and education will have limitations so more focus on 

“engineering” solutions (more holistic systems approach e.g. fire breaks, better 

land planning use, refuges, NSP’s) 

Consistency (where there is agreed requirement) to produce a national picture 

from research results 

Reinforcing community safety/engagement EM culture 

Public Participation 

Employ & develop & listen to professionals in Community Engagement 

Integration of community engagement into operation focused staff 

Develop realistic expectations of staff and community 

Recognition & prioritisation of trust building (community, internally, integration 

into incident management system 

Support and facilitate community action rather than command and conquer 
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Workshop Recommendations 

Goal: Reframe debate about resilience building being of organisation and whole of 

community. 

Theme: If this is implemented it will impact positively on each of the themes 

identified in the draft report 

Recommendations: 
• Develop and establish an understanding and commitment to community resilience 

and engagement being a component of operations and business as usual  (13 votes) 

• A national approach to community engagement in line with IAP2 model (1 vote). 

• Acknowledge skill set required for community engagement / development. 

• Promote professional development pathways and recognition of specialisations. 

Goal: Working with communities to understand beliefs, needs, perceptions 

Themes:  
• Mismatch 

• Trust 

• Risk Perception 

Gaps: 
• Context of competing agendas 

• Formative Evaluation 

Recommendations: 
• Build capacity of organisations to work with communities, develop programs that 

meet community and agency needs and concerns, and measure / evaluate their 

success. (12 votes) 

• Incorporate openness to community participate perspectives and partnerships into 

leadership development, professional development, induction programs and 

recruitment strategies. (2 votes) 

• Develop theory based programs that address specific community needs and concerns, 

pilot and evaluate programs.  (6 votes)Goal: Long term planning / view to achieve 

desired outcomes 

Themes: If implemented it will impact positively on all of the themes identified by the 

draft report 

Gaps: Theory based interventions 

Recommendations: 
• We plan for coordinated agency participation in ongoing research initiatives (i.e post 

incident community surveys).  This needs to be synthesises and shared across sectors 

/ states. 

• The CRC have a research utilisations plan to develop longitudinal studies which 

inform practitioners of identified themes and strategies. 

• All agencies incorporate AFAC strategic Direct (2014-2016) in all internal levels of 

strategic planning and reporting with a commitment from organisations to priorities 

long term planning and thereby provide support and resources to create these.  (11 

votes) 

Goal: Less re-invention of the same wheel 

Themes: If these recommendations implemented it will impact positively on all of the 

themes identified in the draft report. 

Recommendations: 
• The role of the CRC includes research utilisation strategies that consolidate and 

synthesis the research for practitioners 
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• A national approach to program development and implementations providing 

opportunities for practitioners to share and explore current best practice.  (10 votes) 

• Emergency services commitment to resources directed towards evaluation of 

engagement strategies and programs and commitment to sharing ‘in-house” 

evaluations across emergency services sectors (nationally).  (7 votes) 

Goal: Less focus on brigade members as fire-fighters and increase focus on members 

as community safety “champions” 

Themes: 
• Mismatch 

• Trust 

Recommendations: 
• Appropriate competencies and activities of members be expanded to include 

community engagement to enhance community resilience / self-reliance 

• Integration of local “trusted sources” into incident management structures and 

community safety planning.  (10 votes) 

• Development of a “best practice” guide for operational members to engage with 

community. 

Goal: Engage with and collaborate with other agencies and organisations. 

Theme: No theme this is cutting edge 

Gaps:  Some activities maybe undermining other programs running simultaneously 

Context 

Recommendations: 
• Agencies investigate how to improve engagement and collaborate with each other 

non-emergency stake holders. (5 votes) 

• Utilise non-emergency stakeholder networks to disseminate information across a 

wider audience. This may identify improvements/enhancements to program delivery / 

context. 

• Potentially eliminate duplications of programs and delivery.  (1 vote) 

Goal: We should assess how programs link together and contribute to the overall 

strategy / directions 

Recommendations: 
• Build 5, 10 and 20 year strategies 

• Agencies and organisations share current work in safety programs.  (5 votes) 

• Review and synthesise current work to inform strategic planning. 

Goal: Support and facilitate community actions rather than command and conquer 

Themes: 
• Mismatch 

• Trust 

• Tailoring 

• Community vs Individual 

• Risk Perception 

Gaps: Competing agendas 

Recommendations: 
• Include “community” as a stakeholder in decision making and program development 

and strategy.  (7 votes) 

• Introduce rewards and recognition for personnel / departments who champion 

community based programs / issues. 
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• Incorporate a greater range of diversity of views and expertise in decision making and 

leadership roles.  (3 votes) 

Goal: Acknowledge the “Saves” and accentuate the positives 

Theme: 
• Mismatch 

• Trust 

• Risk perception 

• Information vs News 

Gaps: 
• Context 

• Evaluation 

• Resource Dissemination 

Recommendations 
• Change the culture to that post-fire and during fire  reporting includes saves as well as 

losses as part of the data collection . (6 votes) 

• Utilise identified success factors in identifying yesterday. 

• Engage media and other partners in understanding importance of “saves” and 

informing community. 

Goal:  A consistent and collaborative approach to understanding community views 

 Recommendations: 
• Develop a national framework for public safety community engagement. (2 votes) 

 
• Work more effectively with other services and sectors when engaging communities. 

• Take a strategic approach to resourcing and implementing this goal. 

 

Goal: Engaging with communities to understand needs in order to tailor messages / 

strategies. 
• Themes: 

• Tailoring 

• Mismatch 

• Trust 

Recommendations: 
• Use appropriate tools and methodologies to understand and engage with different 

communities (e.g. community mapping – gender, demographics (ABS data) 

influencers, community consultation mechanisms – archetypes and “wait and see 

types”. (5 votes) 

• Accept and act on evidence  (e.g. “wait and see” majority and CALD approaches). 

Goal: Increased numbers of Brigade members with community safety competencies / 

demonstrated skills.  Measureable increases in interactivity between brigades and 

communities regarding community safety. 

Recommendations: 
• Agreement on and improvements in outcomes (e.g. community “connectedness”, 

identified networks / partnerships. Measures of “trust”, identification of community 

champions, identification of community groups) 

• Brigade membership reflects demographic of that community. 
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Goal: Less being driven by researchers imperatives more by community / emergency 

practitioners 

Theme: 
• Trust 

• Mismatch  

Gaps: 
• Context 

• Theory based interventions 

Recommendations: 
• Find out what the community would like to understand (and what they think would be 

useful) in relation to community preparedness for bushfire. (2 votes) 

• Be really clear about what the problem is the research is seeking to address and what 

is out of scope 

• Determine from an emergency management agency perspective what the key 

questions are we need answers for. 

Goal:  Being driven less by researchers imperatives, more by community / emergency 

management practitioners 

Theme: 
• Mismatch 

• Risk Perception 

Gaps: 
• Research questions that remain unanswered. 

Recommendations: 
• Research conducted as a result of clearly identified community needs. 

• Agencies to engage with community to identify highest priority needs 

• AFAC to formulate a panel with terms of references agreed nationally to select 

national priorities 

• Research funding allocated according to identified priorities. (2 votes) 

Goal: Less research being driven by researcher imperatives… 

Themes: Mismatch 

Gaps: Theory based interventions. 

Recommendations: 
• Strong, on-going collaboration between agencies and researchers, shared ownership 

of research goals and process 

• More involvement form researchers to help agencies to formulate goals of research 

• Agencies need to articulate their research needs more clearly. 

Goal: There should be less duplication and diversification of research effort, and 

investment should be carefully targeted 

Recommendations: 
• Put in place a more mature / sophisticated approach to deciding research priorities.  (7 

votes) 

• Better communicate our research priorities to the research community 

• Build senior (and government) buy-in and sponsorship. (1 vote) 

Goal:  Less mixed  / complex messages 

Themes: All in part 

Recommendations: 
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• Engage with best practices in other sectors 

• All hazards approach to messaging supported by community engagement strategy 

• Outcome focussed messages supported by “on the ground” tools. 

Goal: Each Agency to take greater ownership of research and demonstrate a will to 

work collaboratively 

Recommendations: 
• Develop and establish an agreed set of cost/benefits measures. (8 votes) 

• Use cost/benefit measure to build agency commitment 

• Build a model of participation for national agreed outcomes. 

Goal: We need to evaluate resources investment decisions to ensure we get best return 

on investment in risk mitigation / community safety / resilience / community action.  

Theme: Mismatch 

Recommendations: 
• Building an evidence base that enables the benefit of key mitigation strategies in 

achieving corporate objectives to be assessed (including metrics of operational 

response, community engagement etc… (4 votes) 

• Use evidence base to drive policy development and policy directives 

• An increased community centric approach to resource investment in risk mitigation 

Goal: More high level commitment demonstrated by leaders of organisations and 

politicians on the importance of mitigation and community engagement. 

Recommendations: 
• Evaluation – evidence based. (3 votes) 

• Communication and education – internal management 

• Market outcomes – community, organisations, politics. 

Goal:  Undertake more research on cost/benefits of greater investment in mitigation 

Theme: Mismatch 

Gaps: Evaluation – we actually have little information about what works. 

Recommendations: 
• AFAC (community education group) to lead and coordinate the sharing of research 

and to ensure programs are adding value to communities 

• AFAC (CEG) to provide systems and tools for cost benefit and actively share with 

agencies 

• Agencies to register any program evaluations undertaken and cost benefits with 

AFAC.  (1 vote) 

Goals: Establishing measures of usefulness and effectiveness evidence of what works 

well and cost effectiveness and return on investment. 

Theme: Tailoring 

Gaps:  
• Theory based interventions 

• Context – researcher engagement which includes resources dissemination and uptake 

Recommendations: 
• Determine and contemporise measures of success with regard to community 

preparedness for bushfire (what does a well prepared community look like). (4 votes) 

• Map existing programs against themes and criteria(see above) 

• Utilise experts to determine ROI. 
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