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Designing a Tabletop Exercise 
OVERVIEW 

   Included in this document are the basic steps to developing a tabletop exercise and a 
sample scenario/injects and corresponding exercise goals and objectives. Facilities are 
strongly encouraged to visit the Homeland Security Exercise and Evaluation (HSEEP) 
website -- https://hseep.dhs.gov/ -- and click on “About HSEEP” for a quick overview of 
exercise and evaluation concepts and terminology. Then, take the free online 
Independent Study Course, IS 120A, An Introduction to Exercises, also on the HSEEP 
website (https://hseep.dhs.gov/). 

   A tabletop exercise simulates a disaster without interrupting normal facility 
operations. At the beginning of the exercise, a scenario is presented to participants by 
a facilitator, who guides participants in a verbal “walk through” of their facility’s 
emergency plan. The length of a tabletop exercise is typically one to three hours.

Key Roles in a Tabletop Exercise: 

The Exercise Facilitator presents the scenario, facilitates group problem solving,
controls the pace and flow of the exercise and stimulates discussion using injects
(problem statements) that occur on a timeline appropriate to the exercise scenario.

Exercise Players (participants) are facility staff and invitees who address the goals
and objectives of the exercise and participate in the facilitated discussion.

The Exercise Evaluator does not participate in the exercise, but takes notes
during the exercise, making observations about what happens during the exercise
specifically related to the group’s ability to achieve the stated objectives. The
evaluator may also note “Action Items” that should be considered to addresses
weaknesses/gaps revealed during the exercise.

Part I: Exercise Goals 
 
When writing a goal (purpose statement) for the exercise, ask what are you trying to 
improve/test in your Emergency Operations Plan (EOP)? A tabletop exercise can include 
more than one goal, but always tie the goal/purpose to the facility’s written emergency 
plan. 

Directions: Based on your Hazard Vulnerability Assessment/Analysis (HVA), prioritize the 
training needs and determine what should be exercised first. Will it be a focused exercise 
(a power outage) or will it involve external partners? 

https://hseep.dhs.gov/
https://hseep.dhs.gov/


Part II: Draft Your Objectives 
 
An objective is a distinct outcome that an organization wishes to achieve during an exercise. 
Based on the chosen goal, you will write two to three objectives for your tabletop exercise. Note 
that objectives need to be tailored for your agency or facility, so you should refer to your Hazard 
Vulnerability Assessment/Analysis and think about the capabilities of your staff and tabletop 
exercise team. 

Directions: Consider your goal, which is a general statement about what you are testing - how 
can you break down your goal into very specific tasks, using the SMART Guidelines below?

Part III: Pick A Scenario
 
A scenario is “an outline or model of the simulated sequence of events for the exercise.” The 
scenario could be a narrative paragraph, or simple a timeline of events. The scenario provides the 
background and context necessary for the participants to achieve the objectives for the exercise. 
The scenario should always be based on your objectives.

Directions: With your group, analyze the two – three objectives that you have created for your 
tabletop exercise. What type of scenario would best test these objectives?  

Here are a few examples. If I want to test X, then what type of disaster or emergency would 
involve those outcomes? 

Public Warning and Communication à Tsunami

Personal Protective Equipment Use à  Emerging 
Infectious Disease 

Facility Damage Assessment à  Earthquake 
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Part IV: Discussion Questions

Directions: Based on the objectives and the scenario 
chosen, you will draft three discussion questions for your 
tabletop exercise participants to address, as a group. Each 
question should be aimed at the achievement of an objective.  

For example, if you want to test your facility’s backup 
communication technologies, a discussion question might 
be: 

What communication technologies will you utilize to call 
back staff? Who is responsible for these systems? What 
happens if one of these systems fail?  

Discussion questions can have more than one part. 
Consider the “who, what, where, why, and when” for each 
question. Ensure that your participants will feasibly be able 
to answer each question.  

Sample Discussion Questions: 

Consider the who, 
what, where, why, 
and when for each 

question 

1. At what point in this scenario would the Emergency Operations Plan be activated? At what
level? What does activation entail at your facility?

2. What actions would your facility’s staff take if you were put on “high alert” as a potential target
of an attack?

3. What behavioral health resources are available to your staff, victims, and family members
during an incident? What employee assistance programs would staff have access to?

4. What are the most important, essential functions for your facility to continue throughout
response? Do any of your programs need to be temporarily halted or reassigned to other
staff?

5. At what point in this scenario would you communicate a status update to your local
emergency management authorities? Who is responsible for this communication?

6. What are the long-term implications of this scenario? Can the facility sustain a response effort
for days, weeks, or even months if the pandemic is extended over a lengthy period of time?

7. How is your facility integrating recovery planning into response efforts? Do you write a
recovery plan as part of response? If so, when? Who is responsible for this?
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Tabletop Exercise Planning Worksheet 
(Page 1 of 2) 

Tabletop Exercise Title:  

Emergency Plan Section Being Exercised: 

Exercise Goal & Objectives Planning Team Notes 

Scenario  
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SCENARIO INJECTS 
Problem Statements 

(Page 2 of 2) 

Inject/Message 
(list in chronological order) 

Exercise Goal 
& Objective# Time Issued 
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CALIFORNIA ASSOCIATION OF HEALTH FACILITIES 
DISASTER PREPAREDNESS PROGRAM

DISCUSSION BASED TABLETOP EXERCISE: 
DOCUMENTATION

Tabletop Exercise Evaluation: 
Performance Narrative (Facilitator to provide summary of participant performance during the TTX): 

Identify Areas of Strength: 

Identify Opportunities 
for Improvement: 

Identify any Operational Changes that 
may be instituted as a result of the TTX: 

Signatures  

Facilitator Date: 

Evaluator Date: 
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Additional Comments: 
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