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Wildfire management and
perceived mission alignment

Like most natural disasters, large scale wildfires
do not respect jurisdictional boundaries, the
authors note. This makes wildfires an excellent
test case for exploring the sometimes
conflicting missions and approaches among
the various federal, state, and local agencies
tasked with wildfire management. Differences
in mission and approach are not “inherently
harmful or undesirable,” write the authors

of a new article in the Public Administration
Review (onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/
puar.12353/abstract), as the differences may
"reflect the strategic decisions of agencies to
serve divergent yet meaningful purposes.”

But they may “create tensions” that require
proactive management to produce a successful
collaboration.

Consider these differences, for example: While
the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) and Bureau of
Land Management (BLM) follow “multiple use
mandates” — meaning the flexible manage-
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ment of lands so they best meet
the present and future needs of the
American people — the National
Park Service (NPS) and U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service (USFWS)

have narrow, singularly-oriented
missions. The conflict between
these approaches can be seen in
the debate over whether to follow

a suppression-oriented approach

to wildfire management, which
prioritizes the singular approach of
extinguishing wildfires, or whether to
more flexibly allow wildfires to burn
naturally and play an ecological role
in a fire-adapted ecosystem.

In “Conflict and Collaboration in
Wildfire Management: The Role of
Mission Alignment” (onlinelibrary.
wiley.com/doi/10.1111/puar.12353/
abstract), authors Casey J. Fleming,
Emily B. McCartha, and Toddi

A. Steelman hypothesize that
perceived mission differences like
the one above would, indeed, play a
role in perceived ability of agencies
to manage conflict and collaborate
effectively. Yet managing conflict

is an inherent activity in managing
collaborations, where partners must
balance sometimes competing
missions of their organizations and
of the collaboration. Their findings,
which generally support their
hypothesis, hold key lessons for
practitioners.

TAKEAWAYS FOR
PRACTITIONERS

BE MINDFUL OF THE IMPACT OF THE VARYING MISSIONS OF
COLLABORATION PARTNERS ON PERCEPTIONS AMONG PARTNERS OF
THE ABILITY TO MANAGE CONFLICT AND COLLABORATE EFFECTIVELY.

/-\ The authors found that perceptions of mission misalignment

directly affect perceptions of capacity to manage conflict.
Specifically, the authors found that USFS personnel perceived
significantly less mission misalignment with BLM than other
federal agencies that have narrow missions, suggesting
that the similarity in the agencies’ formally stated multiple
use missions influences perceptions of their ability to work
together. Cross-sector partners inevitably come to collaborations
with varying organizational missions, even if they Share a Vision of
Success (intersector.com/toolkit/share-a-vision-of-success/). We
suggest that Establish a Transparency of Viewpoints (intersector.com/
toolkit/establish-transparency-of-viewpoints/) and having open, honest
discussions about these perceived differences can be a powerful
mitigation strategy. Collaborations that prioritize consensus building in
areas such as Build a Common Fact Base (intersector.com/toolkit/build-

ONONO)
AN

a-common-fact-base/), Agree on Measures of Success (intersector.com/

toolkit/agree-on-measures-of-success/), and Establish a Governance

Structure (intersector.com/toolkit/establish-a-governance-structure/)
may also be better suited to address these perceived differences and
mitigate the conflicts that may arise from them.

WORK TO BUILD DECISION-MAKING AND PROJECT-MANAGEMENT
STRUCTURES UPON WHICH ALL PARTNERS AGREE.

/\ The authors note that formal collaborative structures such as the

E Incident Command Structure (ICS) — which “requires actors
=] é [during wildfires] from all levels of government to assume set
— positions in a prespecified, practiced, hierarchical, response

=] team to achieve a unified mission” — does not mitigate

= perceptions of mission misalignment. “This is problematic

only in that the policies that encourage collaboration through
structural frameworks ...may not be creating the type of conflict-

free collaboration intended,” the authors argue. “Alternatively,” they
offer, “recognizing these differences creates an opportunity to more
explicitly ‘agree to disagree’ about how a wildfire is managed given
the differing missions and mandates.” This highlights the critical nature
of building consensus around collaboration steps such as Establish a
Governance Structure (intersector.com/toolkit/establish-a-governance-
structure/) and Identify a Manager (intersector.com/toolkit/identify-
a-manager/). When partners have confidence in the process used to
establish these formal systems and processes, they are more likely to
have confidence in the decisions made.
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DISCUSSION Ao Researcr

Academic research often holds

While the authors here focus on perceived misalignment of mission among partners, knowledge that can benefit the
we're interested in how practitioners can manage both perceived and actual :
misalignment. Complex relationships among organizations with differing missions are a
necessary part of any intersector collaborations. Our Toolkit highlights strategies :
for mitigating the conflicts this misalignment can cause. And we recommend you take a © our Research to Practice series
look (intersector.com/toolkit/). :

many practitioners working in

cross-sector collaborations. For

(intersector.com/tag/research-

to-practice/), we examine these
articles and interview their authors
to highlight key facts, actionable
takeaways, and additional
resources practitioners can turn to
for guidance in their cross-sector

work.

For more information on our
Research to Practice series, please

contact us at research@intersector.

com.
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