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Frequently Asked Questions:  
HSEEP and NCIG  
This fact sheet clarifies the similarities, differences and connections between FEMA’s 
Homeland Security Exercise and Evaluation Program (HSEEP) and National Continuous 
Improvement Guidance (NCIG). 

Table 1: Frequently Asked Questions and Responses 

Question Response 

What is the difference 
between the NCIG and the 
HSEEP doctrine? 

 The NCIG is an approach for organizations to confirm capabilities, processes 
and functions are sufficient, accurate and effective by conducting consistent 
and rigorous continuous improvement activities for real-world incidents.  

 HSEEP doctrine is a set of guiding principles for exercise program 
management, design, development, conduct, evaluation and improvement 
planning. 

Is the Evaluation Phase in 
continuous improvement the 
same as exercise evaluation? 

No.  
 The Evaluation Phase in continuous improvement measures the effectiveness 

of previously identified and completed recommended actions from continuous 
improvement Action Plans and exercise Improvement Plans.  

 Exercise evaluation identifies strengths and areas for improvement based on 
exercise objectives. 

What is the difference 
between an Action Plan from 
continuous improvement and 
an Improvement Plan from 
HSEEP? 

The main difference is the source of the information.  
 An Action Plan results from after-action review of a real-world incident and 

focuses on recommended actions, including activities that sustain strengths 
or formalize potential best practices.  

 An Improvement Plan results from exercise outcomes and has a more focused 
scope that includes a consolidated list of corrective actions, responsible 
parties and a timeline for completion. 

We already use improvement 
planning in our exercises. 
Isn’t that the same as 
continuous improvement? 

Improvement planning is related to, but not the same as, continuous 
improvement. They share a common goal of enhancing an organization's 
capabilities and response, but they differ in scope, timing, and focus: 
 Improvement planning in exercises is a specific and tactical activity within the 

exercise process to address corrective actions identified during the exercise.  
 Continuous improvement is a holistic and ongoing organizational strategy to 

systematically improve all aspects of an organization's operations, 
capabilities, and processes over time. 
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Question Response 

How can we use continuous 
improvement activities and 
exercises together? 

Both serve different but interconnected purposes—they complement each other. 
Findings from HSEEP exercises and assessments of real-world incidents both 
feed into the continuous improvement process. Two examples include: 
 Exercise Outcomes and Improvement Plans: Exercise outcomes (strengths 

and areas for improvement) can feed into an organization’s continuous 
improvement process. For example, if an exercise reveals weaknesses in 
communication protocols, the organization can develop and track corrective 
actions using the same tool or process to track recommended actions from 
real-world incident assessments.  

 Real-World Incident Assessments  and Action Plans: After real-world incidents, 
continuous improvement assessments analyze outcomes and identify 
recommended actions to sustain or formalize best practices and address 
areas for improvement, especially mission-critical issues. Exercises evaluate 
how successfully completed actions address root causes or underlying issues.  

What is the difference 
between After-Action 
Meetings and Action Planning 
Workshops? 

After-Action Meetings (AAMs) and Action Planning Workshops (APWs) serve the 
same general purpose. The key difference is that an AAM is part of an exercise’s 
review process, and an APW is part of a real-world incident’s review process. 

Do we have to track corrective 
actions and recommended 
actions separately? 

No; in fact, many emergency management programs use the same tool or 
process to track corrective actions (from exercises) and recommended actions 
(from real-world incidents). A single process reduces duplication of effort, such as 
overlapping or conflicting actions.  
However, since Action Plans (real-world incidents) and Improvement Plans 
(exercises) may include differences in terminology and approach, a single 
tracking tool should be able to differentiate the types and sources of the 
information. 

Can I use HSEEP templates 
for continuous improvement 
activities? 

The best practice is to use templates designed for the specific situation. Both 
HSEEP and the Continuous Improvement Technical Assistance Program (CITAP) 
provide templates for continuous improvement activities. However, CITAP’s 
templates are tailored for real-world incidents. HSEEP templates are tailored for 
exercises, and the significant differences between real-world incidents and 
exercises may require additional customization of HSEEP templates.  

Some phases and 
terminology are the same for 
both NCIG and HSEEP but 
seem to be used differently. 
What are the differences and 
similarities in the continuous 
improvement phases and the 
HSEEP cycle?  

HSEEP and NCIG apply similar concepts to different situations: HSEEP for 
exercises and NCIG for real-world incidents. As such, there are some distinct 
differences between the two.  
Figure 1 and Figure 2 provide visual and text-based comparisons of the 
similarities and differences between HSEEP and NCIG: 
 Figure 1 is a side-by-side map of the products that HSEEP’s exercise and 

NCIG’s real-world after-action processes generate through their phases.  
 Figure 2 is a text-based comparison of the terminology each cycle uses for  

these processes.  
The HSEEP and CITAP websites have downloadable versions of these figures. 

 

https://preptoolkit.fema.gov/web/hseep-resources
https://preptoolkit.fema.gov/web/cip-citap
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Figure 1: Side-by-Side Map of the HSEEP and NCIG Products 
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Figure 2: Side-by-Side Comparison of HSEEP and NCIG Terminology 
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