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Critical thinking is a method to evaluate information as a means to determine the best plan of action in a given situation. During an event, it is defined as the examination of people’s claims or arguments to determine what is and what is not real. In academia, it draws from the areas of philosophy and analysis as an intellectual exercise to be applied in real world settings. This sense of structure prevents a reliance on preconceived notions that create bias and instead looks for ways to focus on the facts. Repetition of critical thinking in action prevents delusion, deception, and misapprehension of ourselves.

The nature of people

By nature, people are lazy thinkers who seek opportunities that do not challenge, allow for comfort/minimal work, and will result in the least amount of questions presented. The role of the Emergency Manager is to avoid creativity and imagination and focus on maintaining a level of professionalism to ensure the best decision is made. One must probe, engage, be active, and ask questions to clarify the situation. By stopping to ask questions rather than reacting you learn more about the situation and prevent yourself from making decisions based upon emotion rather than fact. 

Perceptions

Everyone sees the same event through a different set of lenses; as a result people interpret the same circumstances differently. This is largely based upon our personal filters and biases. As people, we see what we want to see and our biases determine what is and is not important. Essentially, our perceptions are generalizations about something or someone. As an example, we assume each morning that our car will start rather than checking the car each hour to verify whether or not it will actually start. Critical thinking makes assumptions but also asks questions to challenge our thinking. Instead of checking the car each hour, we may instead inspect the vehicle if it does not start and determine the cause. 

Perceptions can also be framed based upon fallacy, argument, logic, and decision-making. Fallacy comes from statements such as, “3 out of 4 doctors recommend…” the use of a particular product. The question is what types of doctors are recommending the product? Are they in the field for which they are providing expertise? How many other doctors were polled before these doctors made this recommendation? An argument is a claim of sorts that may focus on a question such as, “Where’s the beef?”; this question was directed at Wendy’s competitors with regard to the amount of ground beef used in their hamburgers. Logic refers to assumptions based upon experience, family, education, etc and characterized as reasonable, inductive reasoning. Deductive reasoning refers to what will happen in the future based upon previous thinking. An example is a young child who is playing outside as storm clouds form, thunder rumbles, and lightning appears. The child is frightened and rain begins to fall so the child seeks shelter by running in the house. The next time the child sees these events, he deduces that it is in his best interest to go inside and seek shelter. 

Decision making process

The purpose of this process is to slow one down and allow for the creation of a framework for the problem. The recommendation is to form a cross-functional team to get a variety of perspectives on the same problem rather than one individual’s perspective. Critical thinking is more than an intellectual exercise in a classroom and can take months or years of experience to develop. As a result, we must challenge others and ourselves in this area. 

While there are many decisions in life that we make based upon emotion (such as who we marry or where we want to purchase a home), we must learn when to listen to our instinct and when to ignore it. The recommended method to make this determination is by asking questions.
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The current emergency management system is an ill-defined, complex discipline that changes as each disaster presents itself. Growing urbanization and an aging infrastructure contribute to the dynamic complexity of our nation. As a result, disasters occur more frequently, with more intensity and have contributed to a widening of socio-economic growth. 

Disaster risk management

Emergency management strives to identify and anticipate situations, determine their severity, prioritize issues, solve problems, and make judgments. Each of these aspects is rooted in systems theory. These points demonstrate the need for Emergency Management to be progressive in its advancement and seek to be an overseer in the mitigation process. 

Research project results and recommendations


The quantitative, self-report study evaluated Virginia’s Emergency Manager’s ability to think critically based upon level of education attained and experience within the field based upon the Watson Glassen method. A summary of results is as follows:

· 38% return rate (n=54)

· Mean age = 50-59

· Demographics: Male, Emergency Managers with 15 or more years of experience

· Education = mostly bachelor’s degree, followed by master’s

· Experience = Highest was 15+ years followed by four to seven years in a police or fire department

· Land area: urban, rural, hills, ocean, etc around the state of Virginia

· Higher salary does not equal better knowledge of Emergency Management principles

The study found that Emergency Managers are likely to misinterpret situations afterward, miss opportunities to identify problem solving, fail to apply logic/reasoning when analyzing information and thus draw incorrect assumptions that cannot be identified. The recommendation moving forward is that a combination of more experience along with more education is key to improved critical thinking. Though the sample size was small, there was a small but positive correlation with education and experience.

In the future, critical thinking should be defined from the Emergency Management perspective. Emergency Managers must have bachelor’s degree, real world strategies need to be implemented into current and future higher education programs in this area along with the principles of critical thinking. 

Implications of research

To improve generalization of the study findings on a national level, a larger sample of the Emergency Management population across the country would need to be included to apply the sample findings. A comparative study of critical thinking at the local, state, and federal levels which asks specific questions about the education programs (where applicable) will be beneficial in determining any correlation with education specific to the industry as it applies to critical thinking. Other implications included elicitation studies and correlations with critical thinking, personality, and intelligence

