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Go With The Flow! 

Improving Your Operational Exercises

n my November 2009 newsletter, I 

shared some of my thoughts about 

how to improve your exercises. This 

month, I’ll cover some the nuts and 

bolts of exercise development for 

operational exercises. 

An important component of your 

exercise is a concept called exercise 

flow. Exercise flow refers to the 

pacing and sequence of events in the 

exercise. By increasing the speed and 

complexity of the events, you 

increase the intensity of the exercise.  

Slowing the speed or reducing 

complexity has the opposite effect. 

This is important because an exercise 

has a delicate balance. If participants 

are overwhelmed or bored, the 

exercise loses value. Ideally, 

participants should be challenged 

and stressed but not faced with a no-

win scenario. If the processes you 

want to test are not used because 

the exercise failed to engage them or 

the participants became too 

frustrated to use them, you’ll have 

wasted your time. 

So how do we begin building the 

exercise?  This brings us to one of the 

main points I wrote about in 

November: the importance of the 

exercise objectives. Your objectives 

will dictate your choice of scenario. They 

will also dictate the events and their flow 

during the exercise.  

Exercise events are documented in a tool 

called the Master Scenario Events List or 

MSEL. (Some of us old timers remember 

when it was the Master Sequence of 

Events List, which is perhaps a better 

descriptor.) The MSEL is a listing of the 

events that will occur during the 

exercise, arranged in chronological 

order. It is the tool used by the exercise 

controller to manage the flow of the 

exercise. It lies at the heart of a 

successful exercise. 

The Homeland Security Exercise and 

Evaluation Program manuals offer a 

considerable amount of information 

about exercise planning, including 

samples of MSELs. However, these 

samples were developed for large 

national exercises and may not always be 

the best choice for local or corporate 

exercises, although I have used variations 

successful. 

The most succinct description of the 

process for developing MSELs I have 

found is an article in the 

November/December 2009 issue of the 

Journal of Emergency Management 

entitled Steps in writing an effective 

Master Scenario Events List. 

I 

https://hseep.dhs.gov/pages/1001_HSEEP7.aspx
https://hseep.dhs.gov/pages/1001_HSEEP7.aspx
http://www.pnpco.com/pn06001.html
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According to the authors, Ralph Renger, Jessica 

Wakelee, Jillian Bradshaw, and Lisle Hites, a 

successful MSEL has three main characteristics: 

 Increasing complexity – as the events 

unfold, they should build on each other 

to increase realism and create 

additional stress on the participants 

without overwhelming them. 

 Engaging – the events should involve all 

exercise participants throughout the 

exercise, keeping them involved and 

active. 

 Multiple opportunities for success – 

events should have multiple ways of 

involving participants in meeting 

exercise objects. 

The key to achieving these characteristics is, of 

course, the participation of representatives of 

the groups involved in the exercise as part of an 

exercise design team. The greater the 

representation the more realistic the exercise 

and the more likely it will be that all participants 

are effectively engaged. 

Developing the MSEL 
My personal approach is to hold an initial 

meeting with the exercise design team at which 

I go over the exercise objectives, develop an 

outline of the scenario, and train the team on 

writing the events and injects. 

Following the meeting, the individual team 

members develop events for their objectives 

and initial injects for each event. I organize 

these into a first draft of the MSEL. 

Each event allows three choices for the 

participants: 

 They can take the correct action that 

meets the exercise objective; 

 They can take no action and will need 

to be reminded about the event until 

the correct action is taken; 

 They can take an incorrect action and 

must be redirected to the correct 

action. 

Figure 1 Decision Tree for Events  
(Adapted from Renger, et al) 

At the next team meeting, we review the draft 

MSEL and make adjustments as necessary. We 

then focus on developing reminder injects that 

will be used to prod the participants if they 

have not reacted to the event after a 

reasonable period of time.  

A good idea from the JEM article is the 

development of redirect injects. Most events 

are written with the assumption that players 

will take a particular course of action. A redirect 

inject assumes that the players take an 

alternative action that, while plausible, will not 

achieve the objective and redirects them back 

to the original problem. I’ve usually written 

these on the fly but thinking them through 

ahead of time makes good sense to me. 

In addition to injects directly related to your 

objectives, your MSEL should include others 

that can be used to fill dead time or engage 

specific participants. Such injects can either be 

timed or delivered as needed. 
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Once we’ve developed the reminder, redirect 

and optional injects, I work this information into 

a revised draft of the MSEL and circulate it to 

the team. We’ll generally meet for one last time 

to review the draft MSEL, validate the timeline, 

and finalize the initial narrative for the exercise. 

Managing the Exercise 
During the exercise, I make it a rule to have a 

dedicated controller who oversees the 

simulation team.  While you can have combined 

controller/evaluators in the exercise room, I 

believe it is essential to have one person 

responaible for monitoring the flow of the 

exercise. 

I will generally have the MSEL blown up into a 

series of charts that the controller can use to 

check off events as they are injected into the 

exercise and cross off those that have been 

completed. By writing down times for the initial 

inject and final resolution, you can develop a 

rough chronology of events that is useful for 

developing the after action report. 

This system works well for small to mid-size 

exercises. If the exercise is complex or has 

multiple locations I may opt to use separate 

controllers for each location, either colocated 

or reporting to a senior controller, and may use 

a computer program to monitor the MSEL. 

There are commercial programs available but 

sometimes a simple Excel spreadsheet works 

well. 

After Action Reporting 
In my November newsletter I stressed the 

importance of linking your exercise to 

corrective action through the development of 

an after action report and described the process 

I use to collect input from the participants. This 

input is supplemented by my own direct 

observations and those of any exercise 

evaluators. In addition, I have also found the 

MSEL to be a useful tool as I develop my report. 

I mentioned earlier that the MSEL can be useful 

in developing a chronology of the exercise. I 

have also found that it is a good memory jogger 

as to actions taken by the participants, 

particularly if I have made notes on the MSEL. 

Since the MSEL is keyed to the exercise 

objectives, it can help identify specific examples 

of strengths or weaknesses demonstrated by 

the participants during the exercise. 

Whether you use a MSEL or some other system, 

remember that events arekeyed to exercise 

objectives. They are the means by which we 

identify strengths and weaknesses within the 

organization. Using a systematic approach to 

exercise development and pacing is the key to a 

more productive exercise. 
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Upcoming Events 
I’ll be at the FEMA Higher Education conference 

at Emmitsburg, MD June 7-10. I’ll be 

participating in panels on legal liability and the 

Principles of Emergency Management 

course.  

Keeping in Touch 
If you’re enjoying Emergency Management 

Solutions, please share it with your colleagues. 

You can sign up for my blog and connect to me 

on Facebook , Twitter, or Linked-In through the 

Free Resources section of my website.    

http://training.fema.gov/EMIWeb/edu/
http://freeresources.luciencanton.com/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Lucien-G-Canton-CEM-LLC/120129352418
http://twitter.com/luciencanton
http://www.linkedin.com/in/luciencanton
http://freeresources.luciencanton.com/

