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Few would argue that emergency management is still struggling to form a professional identity, and although emergency management is still a young field of practice, this is not the only reason why it is not yet considered a profession. This paper explores the “professional boundary” (Robson, 1998) of emergency management and argues that more action is required to elevate the status of this occupation to a profession. It also aims to introduce a key initiative in emergency management in 2010 – the development of a Principles of Emergency Management independent study program.

There are a multitude of definitions for the term “profession” which generally identify, either explicitly or implicitly, several criteria required in order for an occupation to be considered a profession:
· Having a code of ethics that the members of the profession must adhere to,
· Having a professional body responsible for the registration and discipline of its members,
· Having a defined body of knowledge,
· Having a defined entry route to the profession comprised of education, training and professional registration,
· Having a process to ensure that members retain their professional competence in order to retain their membership,
· Having the discretion to make professional judgments,
· Acknowledgement that the practices of the profession are so specialized as to require other members of the profession to be involved in the assessment of competence of members; and,
· That the skills, knowledge and experience of the members are put to use for the public good (altruism) (Cwiak, 2009; Macdonald, 1995; Robson, 1998).

Some authors also indicate that the profession, through its membership, will seek to monopolize the provision of its services in order to create power (Hodson & Sullivan, 2001, cited in Cwiak, 2009; Macdonald, 1995; Robson, 1998). Cwiak (personal communication, June 9, 2010) indicates that all of the criteria listed above can be boiled down to the key concepts of “autonomy, monopoly and a specialized body of knowledge”; however, in this paper I will use the Australian Council of Professions’ definition as I believe it provides a good balance between specificity and generality: 
A profession is a disciplined group of individuals who adhere to ethical standards and who hold themselves out as, and are accepted by the public as possessing special knowledge and skills in a widely recognised body of learning derived from research, education and training at a high level, and who are prepared to apply this knowledge and exercise these skills in the interest of others (Professions Australia, n.d.).

One way of investigating professions and occupations is by applying a  “communities of practice” perspective. Wenger (1998) defines a “community of practice” as a group of people who are mutually engaged in a joint enterprise and have a shared repertoire; where mutual engagement refers to the members actively participating in the negotiation and renegotiation of meaning, and a shared repertoire includes a shared understanding of the history of the community of practice, and a shared set of terms and phrases, routines and artifacts. Wenger emphasizes that mutual engagement does not necessarily mean that members are homogenous in their participation; in fact, he argues that many strong communities of practice involve members with conflicting ideas and that this rebellion through vigorous discourse often indicates a greater engagement than members who passively conform (Wenger, 1998; Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002). Communities of practice can be: formal or informal; have small or large memberships; can be physically close or have members spread throughout the world. The small group of Australian Emergency Managers who meet on a semi-regular basis in airport lounges to discuss advances in the field and renegotiate their shared understanding of meaning could be seen as a community of practice. By contrast, the several hundred people who attend the Federal Emergency Management Agency’s (FEMA) Emergency Management Higher Education Conference year after year could be considered a community of practice as they also demonstrate the three key dimensions of a community of practice (mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire).  

Because a community of practice is defined by its key dimensions, and most professions do not demonstrate all of these dimensions, professions are unlikely to be considered communities of practice. Most commonly this is due to the large size of the profession’s membership and/or the distance (geographic and/or social) between the profession’s members. These two factors often prove to be barriers to mutual engagement of the membership. However, this is not to say that the concept of communities of practice is irrelevant to the discussion about professions. Wenger goes on to describe the concept of a constellation of practices and explains that:
The term constellation refers to a grouping of stellar objects that are seen as a configuration even though they may not be particularly close to one another, of the same kind, or of the same size (Wenger, 1998, p. 127).

In essence then, a profession could be viewed as a constellation of practices which links together a number of sub-groups (communities of practice) such as: Geographic Information Systems (GIS) specialists working in emergency management in the US; emergency managers for education organizations in Europe; flood plain managers; emergency management staff from the Auckland Civil Defence Emergency Management Group and so on. 

As already mentioned, a key reason why emergency management has not formed into a recognized profession is that it has a weak professional boundary (Robson, 1998); in other words, the joint enterprise that members are mutually engaged in is not clearly articulated. As a result there is no ‘line in the sand’ to help determine if a particular task is part of the role of the profession’s members or not. To look at it another way, an occupation with a clearly articulated enterprise can be thought of as having a concrete block fence around it – it is considered as having a strong professional boundary. By comparison, an occupation where the joint enterprise is unclear could be though of as a dilapidated loose stone wall, where the stones have fallen to the inside and outside of the wall – it is considered as having a weak professional boundary. Using this analogy one can see that for an occupation with a strong professional boundary it is much easier to determine what tasks fall inside and outside that professional boundary than for an occupation with a weak professional boundary.

Occupations that have a strong professional boundary are more likely to be described as professions than those with a weak professional boundary because, for a profession to exist, it needs to be “accepted by the public as possessing special knowledge and skills” (ref professions). To highlight this point, if you asked a layperson what an architect does, they are likely to say, “they design buildings”; they might even go on to tell you that they oversee the construction of the building they have designed. If you asked the same person what an emergency manager does, they might say “they manage emergencies” and while this is partially correct (although it omits all other phases of emergency management) it is likely that they simply reordered the two words in the title to get to this answer, rather than had any real understanding of the role.

Another key reason why emergency management has not formed into a recognized profession is that there are multiple entry routes to the occupation. An entry route is the pathway that non-members take to become members of the community or constellation of practice (the occupation). An entry route can be thought of as a gate, or series of gates in a fence (ref Robson). In New Zealand, the Registered Architects Act (2005) provides protection of the titles “Architect” and “Registered Architect” indicating that only registered architects are permitted to use either of these titles. Anyone who use either of these terms, or explicitly or implicitly purports to be an Architect without holding current registration may be fined up to $10,000 (Registered Architects Act, 2005, s. 7). 

There is only one entry route to become a Registered Architect in New Zealand[footnoteRef:1], but that route has three sequential steps that must be completed by aspiring Architects – three gates that need to be opened to become a full member of the profession. These are: [1:  For simplicity, overseas applicants have been omitted from these examples.] 

· Completion of an approved qualification (currently a Bachelor of Architecture (five-year degree) or Bachelor of Architectural Studies and a Master of Architecture (jointly, five years)); AND,
· Completion of a minimum of two years post-qualification experience; AND,
· Submission of a portfolio of work demonstrating competence in all of the key areas of the role, as set out by the Architects Registration Board.

[image: ]Figure a: Registered Architects – a strong professional boundary and one entry route with three sequential ‘gates’.

By contrast, to become and emergency manager in New Zealand there are a number of entry routes that can be taken by aspiring emergency managers, but, generally speaking, each only has one gate to open. Some examples are: 
· Experience in the emergency services; OR,
· Experience in the armed forces; OR,
· Experience in local government/public administration; OR, 
· Hold an emergency management qualification; OR,
· Hold and qualification in an associated area (such as geography, engineering, urban design/planning).

[image: ]
Figure b: Emergency Managers – a weak professional boundary and multiple entry routes.

It has been suggested, that in order to strengthen the position of emergency management (and its professional boundary), we need to be able to clearly define emergency management, its mission, vision and key principles (Selves, in Blanchard, 2007). This was understood by Dr Cortez Lawrence, Superintendent of the Emergency Management Institute, and Dr B. Wayne Blanchard, Emergency Management Higher Education Project Manager, and in March 2007, at the direction of Dr Lawrence, Dr Blanchard convened a roundtable meeting to discuss the principles of emergency management (Blanchard, 2007; “Principles of emergency management supplement,” 2008). Cwiak (2009) suggests that, although this was not the first time that an effort had been made to define the professional identity of emergency management, this time (post-Katrina), the time was right. The roundtable working group was able to determine a definition, mission, vision and set of principles to serve as a draft for consideration by the wider emergency management community. Amazingly, the feedback received by members of the working group was overwhelmingly supportive. Since its release in September 2007, the Emergency management: Definition, vision, mission, principles document (2007) has been adopted by numerous emergency management and education organizations around the world. The challenge now, is to translate these somewhat abstract concepts and principles into practice. 

Making sense of the principles of emergency management is likely to be easier for experienced emergency managers than for others because: (1) they have a wealth of prior knowledge that they can link this new knowledge to; and (2) they have most likely been applying most, if not all, of these principles in their work already and can now generalize their practice to these principles rather than learning new information. For people new to emergency management, working at the periphery of the field, or those who are not involved but have an interest in the area, making sense of these ideas is more difficult. In order to help them form their own understanding of these abstract concepts and definitions, the concepts and definitions (definition, vision, mission and principles of emergency management) need to elaborated on by describing concrete applications of each (Reigeluth, 1979; Reigeluth, Merrill, Wilson, & Spiller, 1980). 

In 2009 Dr Lawrence directed Dr Blanchard to develop an Independent Study (IS) course called Principles of Emergency Management based on a college course, which was being developed concurrently, called Principles and Practice of Emergency Management. Dr Blanchard identified the need to have members of the focus group who brought with them an international perspective as well as a mix of practitioners and academics from within the US. The focus group met for two days in October 2009 to determine the outline and structure of the IS course. Additionally, the participants agreed that the course development should be approached from the mindset of supporting the professionalization of emergency management and as such, the course should be developed to transcend the detail of any one national emergency management structure. From this viewpoint, the development of an internationally recognized professional identity can continue to be promoted. I suggest that a professional identity shared by emergency managers from around the world is very important, as it is likely to: 
· Prompt a greater degree of knowledge sharing between communities of practice (at a local, state or federal level), within the larger constellation of practices (emergency management at an international level) than currently exists; and as a result create: 
· more robust negotiation and renegotiation of meaning, 
· clearer identification of the joint enterprise of each community of practice, and, 
· a more widely known shared repertoire.
· Lead to an increase in mobility of emergency managers (moving to other countries for greater professional opportunities, such as higher level positions and/or more favorable conditions for research). 
· Build momentum for the professionalization of emergency management by forming a united front.

The Principles of Emergency Management IS course is being developed by an external development firm, Kadix Systems, according to the guidance given by the focus group. The definition, vision, mission and each principle of emergency management will be described in its own section and each principle will be elaborated upon through the use of domestic and international case studies and sidebars. Kadix Systems list the four key instructional design strategies that will be employed in the development of the course materials:
· “Engage users in active application of content
· Utilize scenarios and case studies that represent real world situations
· Employ job aids and planning activities to apply content to user’s real world experiences
· Incorporate global perspective to demonstrate consistency and applicability of EM” (Schroder, Rabjohn, Schraders, Cwiak, & Newsome, 2010, p. 29)

The course is intended to be completed in 2011 and will be available on the FEMA website after it has been approved. It is hoped that students studying this IS course will not need to supply their social security number so that this resource can be used internationally.

In summary, emergency management has a weak professional boundary, which is explained by its lack of a clear articulation of the tasks that are part of emergency management, and the multitude of entry routes to the discipline. While it is inevitable that small groupings (communities of practice) within emergency management will have slightly different dimensions (their mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire), the larger constellation of practices (the discipline of emergency management) will have broadly the same theoretical/conceptual dimensions.  As such, it is important to identify key principles and definitions that form the basis of the “profession”, and then to build a better understanding of these principles and definitions within the discipline and with the wider community. The Principles of Emergency Management Independent Study course is a proactive initiative, lead by FEMA that aims to do just that. 
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