REACTION TO REASON

TACTICS FOR DEVELOPING CRITICAL THINKING IN FIRE SERVICE TEAMS

MIKE CLEMENTS, MPA, EFO, CFO, SHRM-SCP

THE CHALLENGE

In the fire service, we train for action. But not every situation can be
solved by following a checklist. When critical thinking is missing, crews:
+ Rely too heavily on direction
+ Miss warning signs
+ Struggle to adapt under pressure
+ Make preventable mistakes
Over time, this impacts safety, performance, and culture.

THE OPPORTUNITY

Critical thinking turns reaction into reason. It equips firefighters and
officers to:

+ Assess risk quickly and accurately

+ Adapt when conditions change

+ Solve the right problem, not just the obvious one

+ Make sound decisions with limited information
This is what separates compliant teams from capable ones.

WHAT CRITICAL THINKING REALLY IS
Not more effort. Better judgment. Applying the right level of effort to

the right problem at the right time with a clear understanding of impact.

WHAT LEADERS MUST DO
Critical thinking is built, not assumed. Leaders create it by:
- Explaining the why behind decisions
- Encouraging questions, not just compliance
- Using look-backs to reinforce learning
+ Creating low-risk environments to build judgment
- Focusing on root cause, not surface issues
If leaders do not model it, crews will not develop it.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

+ Critical thinking is a leadership skill, not a personality trait
+ It must be taught, modeled, and reinforced
+ It improves safety, decision-making, and culture
- It develops stronger, more capable future officers

This session delivers practical, real-world tactics leaders can

immediately apply to develop stronger thinkers, safer crews,
and more effective teams.
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