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Abstract 

The role of a firefigter has traditionally been a manôs job. Northamptonshire Fire 

and Rescue Service have been no different to many Fire and Rescue services 

within the United Kingdom and the rest of the world. The impetus to change has 

been led by legal, financial and moral argument, with support of several 

business cases which has led to a clear need to employ a diverse workforce. 

Central Government have created several targets to stretch and encourage 

FRS to recruit women and men from underrepresented groups. After several 

years of trying, the question had to be asked why are there not more women 

pursuing a career in Northamptonshire Fire and Rescue Service.  

Through a critical analysis, an account has been taken of womenôs experiences 

in non-traditional occupations. For many years women have struggled to know 

whether to be change agents or to fit in.  

The research methodology has used a case study blend of qualitative and 

quantitative approaches.  

The findings indicate that there are two key areas of change needed to be 

successful in recruiting women. Firstly, the publicity and marketing needs to 

reach women so that they are aware of the opportunities and recognise 

Northamptonshire and Fire and Rescue Service are an employer of choice. 

Secondly, the current workplace culture is not a conducive environment that 

would encourage more women to want to join. The comments from existing 

staff include an air of tolerance towards women as opposed to acceptance. 

If the current culture is not supportive of women then the leadership needs to 

lead the change. Is it the women who lead the change? Or is the male majority 

who should lead? 
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Introduction  

So, why are there not more women pursuing a career in Northamptonshire Fire 

and Rescue Service (NFRS)? This dissertation seeks to answer this question 

by exploring the issues relating to the recruitment of women firefighters. 

Background 

In Northamptonshire the County Council (NCC) is responsible for appointing the 

Fire Authority which is a political body responsible for NFRS (HMG 2005) (Fire 

and Rescue Act 2004) NFRS employ 705  personnel 615 men (87%) and 90 

women (13%), the operational sector establishment includes 563 men (96%) 

and 23 women (4%).  These employees support the provision of emergency 

cover from twenty two fire stations and three support buildings, 24 hours a day 

every day of the year.  Firefighters operate a variety of shift patterns from 9 

hour days to 24 hour periods of call. The total establishment includes of 4.1% 

women firefighters is higher than the UK average which is 3.3 % ; As at 31st 

March 2008 the best examples of fire and rescue servicesô employing female 

firefighters was Gloucestershire (7.2%) NFRS is therefore not the best nor the 

worst fire service looking to increase womenôs recruitment and provides a 

typical example of a service trying to desperately seek Susan and at the same 

time employ the best candidates. 

The paradox 

In a drive to realign the balance of equality NFRS accepted a 'stretched' target 

that by 2013, 18% of new entrants to the operational sector would be women 

(NFRS 2009b & CLG 2009). Targets aside the aspiration is to employ the best 

candidates and for the employer to have a workforce which is reflective of the 

community it serves.  These two óconditionsô provide a potential paradox for the 

recruiter who is looking for the best but also has to be mindful of employing a 

diverse1 workforce. 

 

                                            
1
 See page 25 ï What is diversity? for a definition 
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Research Rationale  

Non Traditional Occupations 

Non-traditional occupations are defined as jobs in which 25% or less of the 

workforce is female (The Institute for Employment Studies 2007).  Not 

surprisingly then NFRS aspiration to recruit more women as operational 

firefighters can meet with a resistance from the 95.9% firemen (Baigent 2004; 

2008). 

There are many drivers to achieve the stretched target (NFRS 2008 & CLG 

2009). Following the Stephen Lawrence inquiry (Macpherson Report) fire and 

rescue servicesô have a clear moral duty to embrace an equality agenda.  There 

is also a moral (McGuirk 2002) and legal duty (I&DeA 2009) placed on public 

services  

There is an argument that as there are fewer young people predicted to be in 

the labour market in the future, NFRS will be competing with organisations to 

attract the best people. Recent statistics for the United Kingdom (ONS 2008) 

indicate that: 

 Women outnumber men in the UK population. In 2007 there were almost 

three times as many women as men aged 90 or over. 

 Women can expect to live longer than men in the UK. In 2006 circulatory 

diseases were the most common cause of death for men, while cancer 

was the most common cause for women 

Whilst there is some merit in this constantly rehearsed argument that the 

workforce will shrink, there is little doubt that the fire service will continue to be 

oversubscribed and that the real arguments are about diversifying the 

workforce. 

The legal reason for NFRS taking this approach is the Equality Act 2006 and 

the Equality Framework for Local Government (I&DeA 2009).  This means that 

public bodies must have ódue regardô to the need to eliminate unlawful sex 

discrimination and harassment to promote equality of opportunity between men 
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and women and to seek out those who are disadvantaged. NFRS have 

attempted ópositive actionô (The Sexual Discrimination Act 1975) without great 

success (CLG 2009).  

Research Question 

The guiding principle of the research is: 

Why are there not more women pursuing a career in Northamptonshire Fire and 

Rescue Service? 

Traditionally, the fire and rescue service was a response service, waiting for the 

emergency and then rushing to help those in distress (2002 Bain). The service 

is now in an ever changing environment and since 2004, (Fire and Rescue Act), 

there is a greater emphasis on prevention. In addition, the government has set 

targets to recruit a diverse workforce as well as meet new prevention related 

targets. To meet the new challenges of tomorrow the workforce and the 

environment will need to embrace these challenges and change. The 

opportunity to address the gender imbalance in the workforce is here now.  

To change NFRS will need significant leadership and innovation to address the 

gender issues and female under representation. This research seeks to 

examine the following issues: 

ü To identify the main reasons women do not want to join NFRS as fire-

fighters? 

ü To critically review the current culture, to see if the environment is 

conducive to the employment of women.  

ü To evaluate the leadership in the FRS and how this has supported the 

change.  

ü To suggest what leaders might do to achieve a gender diverse 

workforce. 

  



 ñDesperately Seeking Susan!ò 
A critical analysis of gender, culture and leadership in a changing environment  

Mark Ainge 08254330  
MBA 
May 17th 2010 

          
          
             12 

A Critical Review of the Literature  

There has been significant research into gender and non-traditional 

occupations, but not about the women joining the fire and rescue service per 

se. As the fire and rescue service is a male dominated career, or put another 

way a ónon traditional occupationô for women, the approach seeks to fill a gap in 

the research. This paper will seek to critically review both academic and 

practitioner research relevant to recruiting women into non-traditional 

occupations. The literature review will then be used to develop a research 

platform into the fire and rescue service and the barriers that prevent women 

joining.  

For an organisation to move forward and to change the strategic approach 

requires leadership (Burke 2002).  This literature review will introduce 

leadership, gender and culture. The paper will critically analyse how these three 

facets interact to influence the recruitment of a women into a fire and rescue 

service. The next chapters in this literature review will introduce and critique -  

ü Leadership,  

ü Gender,  

ü Culture,  

ü Non traditional occupations,  

ü Masculinity and femininity in leadership and management 

ü Fire and Rescue Service Values and behaviour models 

× The Aspire Model (2006) 

× Core Values (NFRS 2009a) 
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Leadership  

Academic research indicates that there is no clear definition of leadership. 

Many authors have tried to define this subject, but to date no definitive one 

sentence can sum up this fundamental role. To illustrate, several definitions are 

discussed below:- 

 ñgetting others to followò (Mullins 2002) 

Handy though believes that the search for a definition for leadership  

ñhas proved to be another endless quest for the Holy Grail in organisation 

theoryò. (Handy 1993). 

Kotter argued that many companies lack the leadership they require ñat all 

hierarchical levelsò (Kotter 1999). Is the critical success factor leadership or 

management or the requirement for organisations to develop and employ a 

balance of both? 

A new softer skill has entered the field of management, emotional intelligence 

(EI) ñ(Goleman, McKee, Boyatzis 2002). This intelligence is different from an 

individualôs IQ (Intelligence Quotation) which doesnôt change (Goleman et al 

2002), whereas emotional intelligence (often referred to as EQ) can be taught 

and improved. Goleman argues: 

ñTo have good leadership, society needs to develop the emotional intelligence 

of its leaders ñ(Goleman et al 2002) 

Golemans work is not beyond critique as he flits between explanation of 

emotions being a biological reaction to emotional intelligence is something 

which can be learnt and developed. óEIô is not an exact science as its success is 

very subjective and like beauty may be something that is held strongly in the 

eyes of the beholder. 

There are many traits and competencies that a leader requires to be a success; 

Lash (2002) argues leadership needs to be ñTransformational, engaging with 

the hearts and minds, or Transactional or aspects of bothò and it may be the 
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real skill of leadership is deciding on which is appropriate.  Alternatively some 

would favour a consistent long term approach to gain success,  

ñEffective leaders create organisational climates that foster superior 

performance...capacity to manage oneôs own emotions and the emotions of 

othersò (Lash 2002) and others would favour the constant change of 

transformational leadership as employed in Merseyside FRS which receives 

high acclaim from the Audit Commission (Audit Commission 2008).  

Fire and rescue services understand that they need to become more effective 

in the future (Audit Commission 2008). Reports (HMCIFS 2001; Bain 2002; 

ODPM 2003; CLG 2008b; 2009; I&DeA 2009) make the fire service aware that 

the old methods of nurturing managers and leaders will not develop the 

leadership skills required for the modern service (HMIFS 2001). This is further 

supported with research conducted by Development Dimensions International 

(Mullins 2002 p285), which reported that staff lacked confidence in the abilities 

of their leaders and in the leadership development.  The leader of today will 

need a different skill set from their predecessors (HIMIFS 2001) if they are to 

achieve the new requirements in regard to modernisation (CLG 2008b)and in 

particular equality (CLG 2009). Those roles and the development opportunities 

to nurture those new skills may need to evolve. Although the expectation is 

managerôs time will be made up of ótransactional leadershipô for 80% of the, 

while still maintaining a ñtransformational outlookò (Kakabadse A & K 1999 

p49). The challenge for the leadership of today is that managerôs time is 

expected to be ñfragmentedò (Kakabadse 1999 A&K 1999 p 36), which may 

frustrate the individual and can divert the path of the organisation in achieving 

goals. 

Fire and rescue services have often focused on the reason for their poor 

performance to be attributed to insufficient funding, but has this has been an 

excuse for ineffective leadership? Research has shown that this can be a failing 

of ónot for profitô organisations were the focus is more on the ñresource 

efficiency than the service effectivenessò (Johnson and Scholes 2002). NFRS 
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have maintained a position as amongst the least expensive fire and rescue 

services within England and Wales for the past 20 years (best value 

performance indicator BVPI 150 cost per head of population) (NFRS Annual 

Report 2002) along with lower quartile performance in other areas of the 

business (NFRS - Integrated Risk Management Plan 2009). 

The fire and rescue services have many regulators and authorities to satisfy. 

These include Audit Commission as part of Central Governmentôs control, the 

fire authority, the Public, and local area agreement boards. Johnson and 

Scholes (2002) acknowledge that within the ónot for profitô sectors there may be 

ñmultiple sources of fundingò which are ñlinked to different objectivesò and 

expectations with a ñhigh incidence of public lobbyingò. Therefore the 

requirement may be to hold the ñdecision making and the responsibility at the 

centreò (Johnsons and Scholes 2002) so that an ever increasing demand is at 

least coordinated. In this context it may be difficult for a local authority fire and 

rescue service, to ascertain where the centre is but it needs to do this if it is to 

attend to all the demands? 
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Culture  

In general terms culture is the ñbasic assumption and beliefs that are shared by 

members of an organisationò (Johnson & Scholes 2002). The ñtaken for 

grantednessò or ñthatôs just how we do thingsò (Johnson & Scholes 2002) 

approach to activities and practice is a wider phenomenon than any one single 

formal organisation. These beliefs may not be written down and are more likely 

to be handed down from generation to generation.  This may be in a work 

environment, family setting or a social gathering, and whilst these remain 

largely conservative and resistant to change they will have an influence on 

innovation and success. 

Within society there are many differing social groups and each having values 

and beliefs which in the eyes of the group members are legitimate ways to 

behave (Hofstede 2001).  An individual is influenced by many forces of 

influence (as shown in figure 1 below) and a range of social pressures that will 

influence how people fit into the teams or groups.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 This can lead to the development of sub cultures within the workplace (Mayo 

1949; Baigent 2001b) which can be  positive for the individual but negative for 

the organisation if they remain outside of the sphere of managers . The term 

ñheroò whether alive or dead, real or imaginary will have characteristics that are 

The 
Individual

National (or 
Regional)

Organisational 
Field

Functional or 
Divisional

Organisational

Figure 1 - Cultural Frames of Reference (Johnson & Scholes 2002) 
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highly valued in a culture and serve as role models for behaviour (Hofstede 

2001).  

The organisational fields (as shown in figure 1) are to be viewed as networks of 

related organisations which share common assumption, values and ways of 

doing things.  

These values and beliefs may be óinstitutionalisedô (Johnson & Scholes 2002) 

and be part of the policies and processes of an organisation. As actions or 

activities are repeated and form the ónormô, it will become more of a challenge 

to change. When witnessed by occupants of those groups, whether it be peer 

pressure or ñblindnessò (Prahalad 2004) or group think (Janis 1972) the need to 

change may not been seen or a greater concern that  there is a ófearô to raise 

the concern and conservative forces block the change.  

 

ñA recent event (in 2009) a contractor [on the fire station completing a tiling 

project] said, óso youôre one of those female ones thenôò 

 (Woman A- 2009) 

 

 

ñWhen I was introduced to watch manager, I was pregnant, he didnôt shake my 

hand, just looked me up and down, I felt that I had to prove myself all over 

again.ò 

 (Woman F - 2009) 

 

Cultural influences may also be illustrated through a cultural web (Figure 2), 

(Johnson & Scholes). This figure is in contrast to figure 1 which is the 

influences of the individual. The ówebô depicts the assumptions of an 

organisation and builds on the cultural frames of reference.  
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Figure 2 - The Cultural Web (based on Johnson & Scholes 2002) 

If figure 2 (above) is the culture of the organisation and figure 1 (above) depicts 

the culture of the individual and the influences. Then the reality of the 

óorganisationô may not be as straightforward as the Johnson and Scholes Model 

would have the reader believe. The cultural influences of each individual in the 

organisation would óoverlayô each of the facets of the ówebô to show the diversity 

of influence which make a person an óindividualô. In turn these influences would 

multiply as the many individuals who come together within their own ócultureô 

and ópersonalityô. These influences will be influenced by peer pressure, 

dominance and acceptance and will in turn influence those around them 

(Hofstede 2001).  

ñTreated differently now, following working in [another department name] was 

óone of the ladsô, a woman from another department someone ósaid see you 

ladsô, It was said óshe is a woman not one of the ladsô.ò 

 (Woman F - 2009) 

 

ñThe image of being heroic, males like to be protective, the use of female and 

women on media coverage photographs create urban myths about the  fire 

service.ò  

 (Woman E - 2009) 
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