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Planner, Coordinator, 
Manager 

What’s in a name? 

ast month I suggested the idea 

that we recognize that one-size-

fits-all planning doesn’t really 

work and that we should prioritize 

planning on the basis of jurisdictional 

need. I argued that jurisdictions with 

limited planning resources should 

focus first on core tasks and those 

jurisdictions with greater resources 

should be expected to plan for more 

complex tasks. 

This month I’d like to take this 

argument a bit further by looking at 

the role of the emergency manager.  

We’ve been wrestling for some time 

about just what constitutes an 

emergency manager precisely 

because there is no typical emergency 

manager. We’ve inadvertently bought 

into the assumption that the duties of 

the emergency manager must be the 

same in each community. Sounds like 

one-size-fits-all planning to me. 

For the sake of argument, I’m using 

jurisdictional size as a determinant, as 

I did in last month’s article. It’s 

obviously a gross over-simplification 

but bear with me as I make the case 

for the concept of a hierarchy of 

emergency management based on the 

three most common roles we fill. 

Small Town, USA 
Those of use from larger jurisdictions 

tend to forget that many of the 

communities throughout the country 

do not have the luxury of a full time 

emergency manager. In many cases, 

developing the emergency plan is a 

part-time responsibility assigned to a 

police or fire officer. Sometimes that 

person is a volunteer rather than paid 

staff. I once assessed a community 

where the lead planner was the city 

manager’s secretary. 

My point is not that these people 

couldn’t get the job done. In most 

cases the only reason the planning got 

done was because this overtaxed 

person was dedicated and preserved in 

getting the job done. Rather, I believe it 

is ludicrous to discuss the full range of 

tasks in an emergency management 

program with a community that can 

barely handle development of the 

emergency operations plan. 

A jurisdiction of this type may not need 

and certainly can’t afford an emergency 
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 manager. What they do need is someone to 

make sure the emergency operations plan gets 

done. That person should have knowledge of 

planning theory, the ability to facilitate 

meetings, and the ability to write. These are 

core skills for emergency managers and this 

position, which we may call an emergency 

planner, is potential entry-level position for a 

new emergency manager or one with limited 

experience. 

Just what do we coordinate? 
As we turn to jurisdictions in the mid-range of 

size, resources become more available but so 

does the level of complexity of the planning 

being done. Just having an emergency 

operations plan is no longer sufficient – there 

are too many players. Here the emergency 

manager is not only expected to plan but to 

create the framework and context within which 

that plan will operate. 

This is the journeyman level of the emergency 

management profession and where we would 

find the most representation. We should expect 

to see the role filled a professional who is an 

expert on emergency management program 

management. Note the shift here: this 

individual no longer focuses on the emergency 

operations plan but instead on the emergency 

management program for the jurisdiction. For 

the moment, let’s refer to this person as an 

Emergency Management Program Coordinator. 

Strategic planning requires 

strategic thinking  
Large jurisdictions are generally not isolated. 

They tend to form part of a larger regional 

community that shares common risks. Planning 

requires a strategic view and consideration of 

issues that affect the region and not solely the 

community.  

The emergency management professional at 

this level, whom we may call an emergency 

manager, must therefore be at the highest level 

of the profession. He or she must have 

professional certification, be active in the 

profession, and be capable of interacting with 

senior level managers and politicians.  

Could we do it? 
I realize that this is a very simplistic view and 

must confess that these are ideas that I’m still 

developing. And I’m not particularly wedded to 

the titles I’ve used here. However, it seems to 

me that by banding the emergency 

management profession in this way we can 

define the expectations for each level in terms 

of training, experience, core competencies, 

salary range, etc. It would move us a long way 

towards standardizing emergency management 

titles and positions.  

If we combine the concept of hierarchical 

emergency management with the concept of 

prioritized planning, we find ourselves in the 

position of being able to match the right skill set 

to the tasks required. We also create a job 

progression that produces greater challenges 

and rewards as one progresses through their 

career. 

This is not by any means a unique concept, by 

the way. Nor is it alien to emergency 

management. In 2009, the New Zealand Office 

of Civil Defense published The Civil Defence 

Emergency Management Competency 

Framework that identifies core competencies 

for various assignments within the emergency 

management discipline. It could certainly work 

here.  
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