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Abstract

An enduring characteristic of emergencies is the need for near-simultaneous development and deployment of new management procedures. This need can arise with the onset of highly novel problems and the need to act quickly—factors which reduce opportunities for extensive planning in managing the emergency. As a result, decision makers in emergencies must be prepared to improvise. By understanding the cognitive processes in improvisation, organizations can better learn how to plan for, manage, and learn from improvised action. Drawing on the results of various studies of organized response to disaster (such as the 2001 World Trade Center attack  and Hurricane Katrina), this talk reviews and synthesizes prior results on improvisation in the art of jazz, exploring how these results may be applied to improvisation in emergency management. A theory of improvisation in emergency management is then developed and expressed as a cognitive model. The model’s implementation in computer-executable code is then reviewed, along with an illustration of how the model improvises in an emergency situation. Finally, implications of this model and opportunities for future research are presented.

About the Speaker

David Mendonça's research is concerned with modeling and supporting decision making in situations characterized by high risk, time constraint, and the presence of unplanned-for contingencies. His work on decision making in emergencies has been funded through a number of National Science Foundation-funded studies. These have involved field work in New York City on organizational response to the September 11, 2001 attacks; laboratory experiments at the U.S. Federal Emergency Management Agency and at the Port of Rotterdam in The Netherlands; and, most recently, field work on the use of computing and communications technologies during the cleanup of Hurricane Katrina. Under a five year CAREER grant from NSF, he is developing research and educational programs intended to improve how society plans for and manages improvisation during emergency response.
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