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First FPE PhD Wants Fire Safety Pro fessionals to Learn from Mistakes
VYTO BABRAUSKAS, PhD, wants to raise a fuss. “They say that’s the way to start,” he says. “You’ve got to raise 
a fuss to get things happening. So that’s what I’m going to do.” Specifically, Babrauskas wants to draw attention 
to the importance of learning from mistakes.

“Analyzing failure is crucial. Fire is a 
failure. The profession is not totally ap-
preciative of that,” he says. “We should 
be doing the same as mechanical engi-
neers: When they write boiler code, they 
exhaustively study what causes boilers 
to explode. Then and only then, do they 
write the code. We aren’t doing that.”

“In 1950, fire protection engineering 
was basically nonexistent,” he notes. 
“Essentially, all we did was read the code 
book and apply it. By the 1970s, things 
had escalated by leaps and bounds and it 
became a bona fide technical profession. 
But we’re still missing that crucial compo-
nent of learning from our mistakes. Every 
non-arson fire is a mistake. We need to 
learn from them to improve the technical 
posture of our industry.”

Babrauskas is the president of Fire 
Science and Technology Inc., a firm spe-
cializing in fire science, contract research 
and development, and fire litigation sup-
port. A typical day finds him focused on 
forensic work and trying to learn what 
went wrong.

“It is somewhat unusual work for an 
FPE,” he says. “Forensics is so specialized 
that, in general, FPEs are either complete-
ly devoted to it or they’ve never heard of 
it. There are very few exceptions.”

His specialty came through years of 
research and education in a variety of 
fields. He earned a BS in physics from 
Swarthmore College in 1968 and an MS in 
structural engineering from the Universi-
ty of California, Berkeley in 1972. In 1976, 

he earned his PhD in fire protection from 
Berkeley — the first time such a degree 
had been awarded.

Babrauskas says one of the proudest 
moments in his professional life was the 
publishing of his “Ignition Handbook” in 
2003. This 1,116-page handbook, the first 
ever on this topic, was intended as a re-
source to serve fire safety engineers, fire 
investigators, forensic scientists, insur-
ance company personnel, chemical engi-
neers, and other professionals concerned 
with fire and explosion safety.

He says it’s also the largest handbook 
on fire safety science written by a single 
person. But he wasn’t ready to stop there. 

“As soon as I finished Ignition Handbook, 
people asked if I was going to start on a 
second edition,” he says. “Now, ignition 
is not a field that is evolving quickly, so 
the need for a revised edition is not very 
pressing. However, what struck me as I 
was working on it was that the approxi-
mately 100 pages on electrical fires could 
easily become 1,000 pages — and it is 
something we as an industry need.”

The new book, which he is close to 
finishing, will focus on electrical fires and 
explosions from electrical causes. He 
thinks it will be even bigger than “Ignition 
Handbook.”

“When it comes to electrical fire re-
search, we’ve had to rely mostly on over-
seas research,” he says. “I got interested in 
that over the course of working on Ignition 
Handbook, and I made a sizable effort in 
there to explain electrical fires. Before 
that, there was no treatise to help people 
learn about electrical fires, but that was 
just one of hundreds of topics the hand-
book had to cover. So I knew it needed a 
more focused approach.”

Overall, Babrauskas says the study of 
electrical fires is improving in the United 
States, but there are still major gaps. One 
of the biggest challenges is research fund-
ing. He says many countries around the 
world have gotten past this because their 
governments make fire safety a priority. 

“Japan, for example, is leading the 
way in large part because of the work of 
the National Institute of Police Science. In 
the US, they would probably be making 
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Mace and batons. In Japan, they created 
a specialty in electrical fire safety. The To-
kyo Fire Department has its own massive 
research laboratory.” 

This goes back to the fuss Babraus-
kas wants to make about pushing fire 
science to grow and expand. Extremely 
few universities have any faculty spe-
cialized in forensics, never mind talking 
about subcategories like electrical fires, 
he says. “If they aren’t doing big-picture 
work, what are the chances they are 
drilling down?”

He says groups like SFPE offer im-

portant instruction and training at their 
conferences and through various pub-
lications, but he would like to see even 
more avenues for fire investigators to get 
an advanced technical education.

“The forensic experience is one of the 
best ways to make real progress in fire 

safety engineering and science,” he says. 
“We have to take the time to learn from 
our mistakes. When we, as an industry, 
are able to put an emphasis on that, we 
will see tremendous growth. It is hap-
pening, but it needs to happen more. So I 
guess I need to go make a fuss.” 

Every non-arson fire is a mistake. We need to 
learn from them to improve the technical posture 
of our industry.
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