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NCEMerge: Bridging the Gap

In the past, the field of emergency management has notably been dominated by white males with military backgrounds who fall into emergency management positions because of their practical and professional experience.  Their experience has been largely technical with limited education from the classroom, but extensive firsthand knowledge from the field.  Those who come to the field with extensive practical experience wear multiple hats, have suffered through many situations to gain knowledge, skills, and abilities, and for the most part, do not want to pursue advanced educational degrees.  

However, the face of emergency management is changing to include a diverse population of young scholars and practitioners.  And, as the number of emergency management programs increases on college campuses across the nation, so too does the interest in the discipline.  The new emergency manager comes to the field with at least a bachelor’s degree and often some graduate coursework that provides a theoretical background to the field.  The background may be in public administration, public health, economics, engineering, history, or any other discipline.

Thus, with two different groups working in the same profession, a gap, which is often referred to as the generational divide, has quickly become evident, especially to those that come to the field with the educational background.  While conferences should provide an opportunity for the two groups to converge, students and young professionals are often not embraced by seasoned professionals, who may have known each other for 15-20 years.  Thus, becoming part of the field was a bit intimidating to three young professionals — Suzanne Blake, Darshan Patel, and Clint Osborn.

The group identified several areas where they felt they were on the outside looking in.  Finding a place in the existing community, they said, was a mission they were having a hard time accomplishing.  They wanted to be mentored, they wanted to share ideas, and they wanted to be in contact with others who had a passion for emergency management just as they had.  They each stressed that as a young professional, mentoring is important because rather than reinventing the wheel and making the same mistakes multiple times, having someone who has working knowledge of how things work and what things don’t work is incredibly valuable.  However, it is often a struggle for young professionals to initiate and create relationships with seasoned professionals.  Along with that, building a network, they said, is important because it allows for ideas and experiences to be shared.  Conferences offer that opportunity, but not all young professionals are aware of the conference experience and many cannot afford to attend.  Finally, getting local experience also is a requirement that is encouraged for those entering the field of emergency management and is often a requirement of entry-level positions.  However, for some individuals such as mid-career transitionals, this is an impossible task.

So to solve the problems and in seeking answers, each of these individuals continually turned to the student caucus model of the International Association of Emergency Managers, which they all felt was incredibly beneficial.  However, these models were based on educational programs and they found just targeting student programs would not be sufficient for accomplishing their long-term goal of bringing all groups together.  Thus, the three created an organization called NCEMerge that offers students, young professionals, and veteran emergency managers a place to convene and build networks.  Specifically, “the goal of NCEMerge is to foster and bring together individuals from all areas of the practice to enhance the future of emergency management in the state of North Carolina” (NCEMerge powerpoint, 2010).

The founders of NCEMerge have identified what they feel is a new EM Perspective, which resembles a pyramid:
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As new emergency management professionals enter the field, they may be interested in gaining more education and training while beginning to gain “real world” experience.  Relationships and networking also becomes important to new professionals so they can understand where and how to gain “real world” experience as well as continue to be trained through education and other ideas.  Eventually, experience will result from participating in the other three areas, and eventually, these professionals can share their knowledge with other new professionals.

NCEMerge views the field of emergency management from the perspective of three different groups.  First, students are interested in obtaining internships, gaining experience, finding mentors, and establishing networks.  Second, newer emergency managers and mid-career transitionals are interested in learning about their new field while at the same time, bringing their own experiences and educational backgrounds to emergency management. And finally, seasoned professionals have an abundance of experience and knowledge to share with newer professionals.  At the same time, young professionals can offer their fresh perspectives to seasoned professionals.  One goal of NCEMerge is to provide a place for seasoned professionals to share their knowledge so that upon retirement, the institutional memory and knowledge they’ve gained is not lost.  In addition, the organization will allow these groups to come together, learn from each of their experiences, and gain mutual respect for what each has to offer to the field.

At the Spring 2010 North Carolina All-Hazards Conference, James Lee Witt Associates sponsored the group’s first reception.  More than 30 people attended and the organization received excellent support.  As soon as the idea was pitched, many professionals were aggressively supportive, and have been helpful since then in placing interns.

From there, the group has identified several methods in which they hope to expand the organization, in turn helping its members.  One idea is through the use of toolkits that will assist students with internship placement as well as mentorships.  The University of North Texas has a program called MentorNet that is used for their engineering students, which is a website where student questions can be answered.  Having a similar toolkit for their members is a long-term goal.  In addition, the program hopes to grow so that chapters can be created in every state.  However, at this point, the creators of the organization are still working on how to initiate and start state chapters, how individuals become mentors or advisers, and other aspects of the pilot program.

