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Professional?

It is CFOA’s argument that the service is now moving from modernisation towards a new professionalism (Hendry 2008).  The indicators from the Audit Commission (2009) provide strong evidence that modernisation is taking place and you don’t need to be Einstein to recognise that they have teeth when a service is ‘failing.’  Chief Officers too are part of the good news and starting to argue that their service is beginning to get it right.  But are claims about cultural change a bit early?  Can you argue about professionalism when people you employ for one set of attributes start to resist the changes they were employed to implement once they arrive at a station?  Equally importantly, are you yet able to guarantee that people who may be seen as different by the current workforce will be safe once they join a watch?  Whilst these doubts remain it is still possible to ask has the cultural change, essential to changing the service, actually happened?  

In some areas, and equality may be one of a number of key barometers, is the fire and rescue service still long on strategy, keen on marketing the good news and lacking transparency in areas that they want to avoid?

I had an email two years ago from a firefighter who was being bullied.  Nothing unusual in that.  Their story was similar to so many stories that I have heard over the past 14 years.  They had not exactly fitted in with the ideal the (informal) watch leader had of what made a good firefighter.  As a result they had been subjected to an ongoing drip of systematic bullying. The motivation behind this behaviour is to ‘help’ people to fit-in with the way the watch operate.  Most people recognise what is happening and are only too pleased to fit-in to show that they belong.  That is why so many people who are selected for one set of qualities soon change them once they meet the watch.   Sometimes, though people don’t want to fit-in (or can’t).  Then the bullying increases to show them that they are not wanted.  As the drip continues the victim starts to see this as a group view, because whilst one person perpetrates it, no one challenges this behaviour.

Despite Sue Johnson’s chastening comment that “we encourage what we permit” and the recognition in Merseyside that it doesn’t have to be that way (Baigent, O'Connor and Evans 2008), there is little in the way of choice for most people who join the fire and rescue service.  New firefighters are fitted in by older hands and one of the main vehicles for this is humour/banter/bullying.  Firefighters will defend such practices by arguing that they need to ensure their colleagues know what to do and that they can be trusted to do it.  Humour and banter is a vehicle for this process in many industries, but when banter is used to promote agendas that are little to do with firefighting and more about what the watch believe a firefighter should be (and their own social arrangements), then this is no laughing matter for the victim.

Many of the men and some women who chose to join the fire service will have experienced this treatment in their earlier lives.  They recognise that once they prove they can be trusted to accept watch agendas the focus will shift elsewhere.  In time they too go on to ‘help’ newcomers to fit-in (Baigent 2001).  However, for people who are not expecting this behaviour, or are seen as ‘different,’ then the outcome is also different.  Some put up with the behaviour; many of them will seek to transfer to a job away from the watch.  Others simply leave.  Some speak out to their local managers, but when nothing changes they go on to make a formal complaint.  The watch see this as breaking trust and in a world dominated by ‘boys club rules’ the watch rally around the perpetrator.  ‘Loyalty’ apart they hardly have any choice.  They too are implicated in the bullying by their failure to stop the drip.

This was the stage that the firefighter who contacted me was at.  Isolated first by their watch and then by a transfer, they were considering resignation.  Contacting me was a desperate measure.  We spent many hours in conversation.  The firefighter asked me to use their experience to help others and this is what I am doing now.  They also asked me to get them some help - talk to someone – anyone - to take the pain away.

Trying to help

At this point it is very difficult for the academic/researcher/consultant.  Before this particular approach I have always refused to intervene personally.  My gut feelings are always to contact the Guardian in the hope that publicity could help change the fire service.  However, I know that there have been so many recognitions of the problems of fire service culture and bullying
 that once the headlines had faded little if anything changes.

Even given the unqualified support of The Law, CFOA and the FBU this firefighter still remained isolated and at risk.  So two years ago I did something different.  I contacted the fire service concerned and spoke with a senior manager.  Wheels turned and the victim was given the professional support they needed.  Just knowing someone was there to help provided them with the courage to continue.  Then a few weeks later another firefighter contacted me with a similar problem.  So I tried my new strategy.  I rang the fire service concerned.  Again the firefighter was put at ease.  I must say I was impressed by the professional response to my telephone call.  So now when a firefighter contacts me, I get their permission and contact the fire service.

All this seems fine but I am drawn to ask a larger question.  “Why was it that these two firefighters have to contact me, and why do the telephone calls continue?”  As an academic I am tempted to answer this.  Could it be that strategic leaders in the fire service are not interested in equality?  No, I don’t think so.  I am convinced that most leaders are supportive of equality.  I am equally convinced that they are intent on changing the toxic outcomes of a culture that in its positive mode delivers a selfless service to the public.  But I ask again “why is it that people contact me with such problems?”  It is not through a lack of policy.  Nor is there a lack of strategy to implement the policy.  Given that the fire service has been so good at implementing change when it came to dynamic risk assessment and it is also making some headway on community safety, then why can’t it stop bullying?

Officers should know the answer, because most of them came through the watch system.  Their own experience should tell them that people who are chosen because they offer diversity from the traditional workforce are at risk?  If they think it doesn’t happen in their service then perhaps they should look at the statistics.  Research still indicates that over 50% of women are likely to be harassed on a fire station (DC&LG 2008).  There is also data to suggest that this is happening to men too.  The two male firefighters that I am writing about here provide evidence of this with their stories that would make the minister’s toes curl.

CFOA’s Position

CFOA’s current position statement to “demonstrates the strength of the business case” (CFOA 2009) and move away from statistics was heralded by Charlie Hendry in his speech that argued for professionalism (Hendry 2008).  But it is difficult to ignore the statistics.  The research that underpinned the latest equality policy used statistics when it blamed the culture (DC&LG 2008).  In fact I don’t know anyone who doesn’t blame the culture.  My own longitudinal statistics and writings take the same view (Baigent 2008) as did my PhD (Baigent 2001).  Yet there are many in the fire service that have yet to fully understand the phenomenon that is called fire service culture.  If they did then they may consider it unprofessional to argue for change, inclusivity, equality and diversity and once they have encouraged diverse people to join, leave them like goldfish in a barracuda tank. As Charlie argues, the term ‘modernisation’ has become a catchall phrase – the same can be said about ‘culture.’

So how professional is the service when it comes to understanding how to protect the people it employs?  I have met many of those who sell consultancy to the fire service and many of them have very little understanding of how fire service culture works.  Preferring instead to offer packages designed for other industries (where modernisation has already taken place).  This approach may make money for the consultant and provide an audit trail for managers but there  is hardly any evidence that the training works and a suggestion that it gives the harasser the knowledge to avoid getting caught (Morris 2004). There is also a recognition that consultants frequently only tell the managers what they are ready to hear (Stewart 2004) and those who don’t are likely to be marginalised.

My research indicates there is a common pattern when people are harassed.  First someone is bullied.  The constant drip leads to isolation, vulnerability and an erosion of self confidence.  Caught in the headlights, they recognise what is happening but cannot see a way out.  Some reach out for help.  The organisation responds with sympathy but often can only really act if the complaint becomes formal.  So the victim makes a formal complaint.  Typically at this point, organisational support staggers.  Faced with legal action and bad publicity (and a bad Audit), the organisation is then itself caught in the headlights.  Managers seem transfixed by a need to protect their organisation.  Attempts to assist the victim or to take action against the perpetrator then appear secondary.  The length of time taken by the investigation, and the probability that the victim has been transferred, adds to individual’s isolation.  Worn down by their ordeal, their confidence sapped they are so weakened that they cannot face the stress of a public trial.  They leave and their silence is then bought in an out of court settlement.  The perpetrator now has no one to give evidence against them and the fire service breathes a sigh of relief.  The resignation sends a message to those people who are being bullied to fit-in and importantly, because of the confidentiality clause, there is no obvious audit trail.

An Academic Response

In July at Anglia Ruskin University I held a workshop for strategic managers in the fire, police and ambulance service in our region entitled “Is your culture fit for the future”.  Around 30 of us spent the day talking about culture and cultural change.  Given the luxury of being away from the desk for a day, and in an academic environment, most people recognised how difficult culture was to manage.  My experience in delivering this type of package privately to the fire service indicates that strategic managers often find it difficult to accept that they are not entirely in control.  So here, as on other occasions, they resisted the suggestion that sometimes people on the ground don’t always follow the plan (although those from the fire service were more prepared to recognise how well organised resistance can be).  

Further discussion did lead to an acknowledgment that whilst strategic managers largely followed instructions, despite effective communications and training firefighters and police officers can have other agendas.  This understanding came about through a recognition that firefighters or police officers are adept at bending the rules to make a policy work.  That is why they can be so good in the operational role.  This acceptance then provided a basis to suggest that people under their command can be equally entrepreneurial about providing obstacles to make policy and strategy difficult.  Sometimes resistance can be considerable, but at other times it is more subtle – firefighters simply reduce the 100% effort that they provide in the operational field. 

Formal Culture

From an academic point of view the formal culture is easy to understand.  It is the culture laid down by Chief Officers.  The culture that the Audit Commission monitor and the one that managers follow because not to do so would mean an immediate end to their career.  It is easier it seems to persuade someone who wants to be promoted that the Chief is right than someone whose needs at work are not so clear (to managers at least).  It was then that I introduced the workshop to the informal.

Informal culture.  

In academia we would recognise the informal culture as social.  ‘Social’ in this sense means that it is an area where people can make choices (applying more to firefighters than managers).  In the fire and rescue service when you try to change the informal culture you come up against a conservative phenomenon that can and will resist change because it represents the tradition – the way things are done around here.  The Job, or as firefighters may unconsciously see it Their Job.  As an academic this is far more difficult to understand.  Informal cultures have to be experienced, they cannot be seen touched or smelt, nor do they have any written rules.  Nonetheless they exist, and here managers in the fire service have an advantage over academics who have not experienced them.  The informal culture represents the needs of firefighters (and police officers).  The needs of people who want to serve on the ground and consequently do not have to prove their allegiance to get promoted.  Their allegiance is to the watch and the identity they get from doing their work as they like to understand it.

Ask any firefighter about the culture and one can almost guarantee that they will say “you have got to fit-in with it haven’t you?”  Those that don’t, move on.  Some get promoted.  Some look for a job out of the way of the watch.  And others, like those I talk to, consider leaving.  Everyone I suspect has felt the power of the informal culture.  The need to prove you can be trusted in a masculine sense.  The importance of serving the public through an operational response that for firefighters provides a sense of belonging, self esteem and identity.  Maslow and Mayo knew all about needs and informal cultures.  Yet the lessons they provide are almost forgotten in an organisation bent on radical change.  Leaders, many of whom may have been uncomfortable on the watch themselves, seem to have forgotten how it worked.  Strategy in true Adair fashion is designed to create change, but there are three circles.  Adair recognises that you also need to consider the group and the individual.  In the fire and rescue service my research suggests that in this area some of the changes applied to the group and the individual could make them feel their belief system and common understandings are under attack?  Communications are not winning this debate and a greater understanding of the informal culture may help if this is going to happen.

Perhaps there needs to be a better understanding of a firefighter’s skills.  One thing firefighters are very good at is forming up together to get a job done; they prove this every time fight a fire.  It is a learnt skill - passed down from generation to generation as new firefighters are fitted in with traditional understandings.  So when firefighters believe the way they do their job is under attack, and particularly when it is an attack on their identity, they will use their skills to resist.  Unfortunately amongst firefighters understandings are some toxic ideals.  These include a belief that the best firefighters are male (white and working class).  Communication and training has yet to convince the informal culture and the firefighters that follow it that a more diverse group can actually improve the service to the public.  In a similar vein, firefighters can be convinced that prevention and community engagement is a positive thing.  But they may fail to see the link.  Preferring an argument that community engagement is damaging their operational response.    

There may still be a long way to go before the two cultures can work again as one.  Until leaders and firefighters share a similar agenda, and this will involve a recognition first of the sense of belonging and self esteem that firefighters get out of their current identity, then ideas of professionalism may be a worthy aim and another important strategy.  But as we well know equality (and community safety) may be something that new firefighters aspire to when they join but this doesn’t always last.
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