
Optimizing Fireground Performance 



Feedback is Welcomed
Please Take the Survey 





Dennis Reilly: 

I am a fireman and have been 

around for a long time 
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The Human Element:





Our operational environment:
✓ Volatile 

✓ Unpredictable

✓ Complex

✓ Ambiguous 

Most human beings are not naturally 

inclined to work well in these conditions. 



✓  Who are you hiring?

✓  What is their background?

✓  Do they understand the 

dynamics of the team 

environment?

✓  Do they understand risk 

management vs. risk eversion? 

Who is training them?







The “Grayman/Woman:”

✓They can operate in the gray zone with a  
very high level of proficiency and a low 
level of skill deterioration.

✓ They probably have a high level of tactical  
fitness and work capacity. 

✓ Characterized by a high level of 
confidence and a low level of self doubt.

✓ Built over time and requires constant 
directed practice and maintenance. 



Box Breathing
Belly Breathing
Reilly Technique



Psychological Sigh:

✓ Helps manage cortisol release 

✓  2 nasal inhales stacked on each other

✓ Forceful exhale 

https://www.patreon.com/c/u89578184/posts



Training:
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“When training scenarios set a 

rescue as a single firefighter 

locating a rigid plastic dummy, 

dragging them out by  a handle 

and dropping them in front with 

no follow up  they set up a 

commitment to failure.”



✓  Unconscious incompetence 

✓  Conscious incompetence 

✓  Conscious competence

✓  Unconscious competence 

Grossman’s 4 levels of 
competence: 

.
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Vet your sources:
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Training must produce:

“Tough competent firefighters who are able to 

operate at an extremely high level of 

proficiency in challenging dangerous 

environments”

✓ The minimum standard can be one step 

above unacceptable  (Frank Viscuso)
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Excellence in the 

basics is the 

foundation for 

dominance at 

the tactical level.

Photo courtesy: Curt 

Isakson



Stress inoculation before 

skill acquisition is a 

recipe for disaster. 



"For 42 years, I've been 
making small, regular 
deposits in this bank of 
experience, education, and 
training. And on January 15, 
the balance was sufficient so 
that I could make a very 
large withdrawal.”

Captain Chesley "Sully" Sullenberger



Leadership:
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Company Officers :

✓  Captain knows what he or she is 

doing – they will not get me killed

✓  They maintain their composure in 

high stress situations 

✓  They have a genuine concern for me 

– professionally & personally 

✓  They empower me to make 

decisions 



Chiefs:

✓ Encourage smart 
aggressive behaviors

✓Be the calming force 

✓Give your folks room to 
work

✓Provide feedback

✓ Hold people accountable 



Commander’s 
Intent:

✓ What I want you to do

✓ Where I want you to do it

✓ Who you will report to 

✓ What resources you have 
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Commander’s Intent:

✓  Engine 31 from command, I need  

a line to the number 6 floor, 

Bravo/Charlie corner, open up 

and check for extension.

✓  You will Operate as Division 6

✓ I am giving you Squad 13 to 

assist.



Where’s the boss?

✓  Your firehouse rep follows you to the 

fireground

✓  Trust is built in part based on 

exposure

✓  Are you the positive voice?

✓  Be willing to explain the why



Guidelines & Procedures: 



Guideline vs. Procedure

There is a big difference 



Your documents must fit you:
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Your response local, your capabilities, your staffing, 

your water supply etc:





Hey Chief, that's 

an awful lot to 

read 

You don’t have 

15 minutes to 

invest in this 

organization? 

Let me see your 

phone! 



The “Play Book”:

✓ Roles & responsibilities I.E.

✓ 1st due, 2nd Due, etc.

✓ Riding positions & tool 
assignments 

✓ You must understand the 
Why 

https://www.leesburgflorida.gov/my_city/departments/fire

/index.php



Good documents 
limit options to no 
more than 3 
choices



A periodic 
review is 
necessary 
to make 

sure your 
documents 

stay 
relevant



Equipment:



Who has Input?
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Do you really know what your stuff can do?
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Does your 
equipment 
support sound 
tactics?



A social media post:

✓ “Must be a small-town engine company? The 
tools in the cab would never fly in my agency or 
any of our auto-aid partners”

✓ “I work in one of the largest auto-aid systems 
within the Nation and this would be considered a 
huge firefighter safety threat”

✓ “It's not an option for us because chiefs would 
lose their jobs if they allowed this level of cowboy on 
an engine”



Tool placement on your 
rigs:

✓ Supports Operational 
Efficiency 

✓ Economy of Motion

✓ DOES NOT 
COMPROMISE SAFETY 
OF THE MEMBERS!



Economy of 
motion:



The smallest details matter:



In closing: 

✓ Make your lane as good as you can

✓ It’s not about what you don’t have, it’s all 
about what you do have

✓ Hard work shapes everything

✓ Who do you want coming to your 
emergency? Do you owe your community 
the same?  



We only get one chance, 

so it's got to be right 

the first time!









You have to be your own advocate:



You need a care 
team!





Through all this I 
have learned:



Thank You 

It’s been a privilege to share some time with you 



Feedback is Welcomed
Please Take the Survey 
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