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SOP vs SOG 
 
The primary difference between an SOP (Standard Operating Procedure) and an SOG 
(Standard Operating Guideline) is the level of flexibility and obligation required when 
executing the instructions. While they are often used interchangeably in high-stakes 
fields like firefighting, law enforcement, and emergency services, they serve distinct 
operational purposes. 
 
The main difference is obligation.  
 
An SOP is a hard rule you must follow exactly. They dictate an exact step-by-step 
process that personnel must follow without deviation. 
 
An SOG acts as a recommendation that allows workers to use their own judgment in the 
field. 
 
Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) 
An SOP is a strict, step-by-step rule. 

• Rule words: Often uses the word "shall". 

• Flexibility: Very low. You must do the task exactly as written. 

• When to use: Use for administrative tasks, safety steps, or equipment checks 
where mistakes are not an option.  

 
Standard Operating Guideline (SOG) 
An SOG is a flexible recommendation. 

• Rule words: Often uses the word "may". 

• Flexibility: High. You can adapt to changing situations. 

• When to use: Use for field emergencies where every situation is different, like a 
major fire or crime scene. 

 
Understanding the SOP (Procedure) 
An SOP is designed for tasks where consistency is paramount, and mistakes could lead 
to catastrophic failure, regulatory fines, or severe injury. It leaves no room for 
interpretation.  
 
Understanding the SOG (Guideline) 
An SOG recognizes that real-world emergency scenes are chaotic, unpredictable, and 
fluid. It outlines the department's standard expectations but trusts the officer on the 
scene to adapt the plan if unique conditions arise.  
 
The Legal Reality 
Despite the technical differences in flexibility, legal experts warn that courts often view 
SOPs and SOGs as the exact same thing. If an organization puts a protocol in writing, a 
plaintiff's attorney will use it as the benchmark for acceptable performance. Whether it is 
labeled a procedure or a guideline, personnel who deviate from it must be prepared to 
legally document and defend exactly why they chose to alter their actions. 


