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1. Background

Ten years ago I carried out one of the first surveys of women firefighters in the UK.  This survey provided data for “Who Rings the Bell” (Baigent 1996), a report that set a benchmark on the fire service’s reaction to women who became firefighters by identifying that over 60% of them had been sexually harassed.  Since that time research has continued in an attempt to improve minority ethnic and women’s recruitment to the fire service (HMCIFS 2001).  This work was supported by research to develop the fire services understanding of the difficulties ‘minorities’ may face as firefighters (C3. 2001).  At the same time there was also a developing body of knowledge about fire service culture (Archer 1998; Howell 1996) and how this might parallel difficult masculine agendas that marginalise women  (Hearn 1995).

Two cultures

In 1997, I started a four-year cultural audit of the UK fire service.  In part, the intention was to provide a body of knowledge on fire service culture that may help in ameliorating some of the fire services difficulties.  The research involved collecting data from the fire service and analysing it alongside developing academic (Hearn 1995; Walby 1990).  The result was "One More Last Working Class Hero" (Baigent 2001).  Amongst the outcomes was an identification that there were strong links between the social construction of masculinity, identity and the imagery of firefighting.  The research also set out for the first time the analysis that rather than one workplace culture, which represented the collective values of all fire service employees, the fire service had at least two cultures.  These two cultures were recognised as developing along partisan lines.  
On the one hand, there was the formal (organisational) culture, which largely represented the views of managers and government that the fire service should be modernised and set the core values for that modernisation (Prichard 2006a).  On the other hand, there was the informal (occupational) culture, which largely represented the views of station personnel who gathered under the umbrella of the Fire Brigades Union (FBU) in resisting parts of the modernisation agenda. In essence these two cultures were increasingly divided about the future role of the firefighter and what constituted an efficient fire service.
The thesis developed an argument that firefighters learn their (highly acclaimed) experiential skills from their peers.  This informal expectation allowed each generation of firefighters to help the next generation to learn their job.  This largely a positive process helped to keep firefighters safe at incidents. However it also gave older firefighters authority and they used this to fit the next generation in with their beliefs about what firefighters needed to be.  It is this informal process that has allowed firefighters to keep the fire service predominantly white and male.  In 1999 the Chief Inspector of Fire Service identified the whole fire service as institutionally sexist (HMCIFS 1999) and The Home Secretary set targets for the employment of women firefighters – the intention was that 19% of the fire service would be female by 2009 (Straw 1999).  

As part of this movement on change research started in 2002 on a national audit of training and this provided “Sunrise: a new dawn in training” (Baigent, et al. 2003)   This research identified ways that training could be organised to move away from a system which re-produced the existing workforce and provided levers for change to encourage a more diverse community of firefighters.  

Whilst research provides guidance to decision makers, there is no simple fix.  The operation of informal cultures in the fire service is so well established that pulling on levers for change does not necessarily mean cultural change will occur.  The events over the last three years have born witness to this.  The struggle, first over efficiency, then pay, then back to efficiency as the employers took the initiative continues 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(ODPM 2003; ODPM 2006a; ODPM 2006b)
.  As a result many of the changes to the structures and remit of the fire service have happened.  Nonetheless a cultural change that business gurus may expect has not actually occurred.  In many ways, both the formal and informal cultures have entrenched their positions (reading RolphBaigent 1996; 2005 may in part explain why).  Nonetheless, whilst there can be bursts of transformational change the informal culture remains a force to be reckoned with.  

Theoretically structural transformational change needs to be supported by a clear strategy for dealing with informal cultures (Burke 2002).  The intended result is to unlock the informal culture in a dynamic of change and then colonise it within the formal culture (Collinson 1992; Strangleman and Roberts 1999).  Following the theory the fire service has developed a new HR strategy; including the provision of new core values to support the structural changes (Prichard 2006b).  

This idea of unfreeze and refreeze has its limitations when applied to the fire service because changing the structures has little impact on the dynamic arrangements firefighters have for doing what they see as the main part of their job – the operational side.  There is a weakness too in the provision of core values, because  to be successful employees need to accept the change (Mayo 1949) and these changes are not accepted.    Therefore, because of the importance of their actual operational work, the system whereby each generation of firefighters pass on their operational skills (and also fit the next generation in with their social arrangements) is hardly affected (Baigent 2001; Baigent 2005).  The second difficulty is closely related  to the first because it involves the way firefighters construct a masculine identity out of their work.  The institutional masculinity (and the ensuing sexism that follows) is a similar dynamic to the concept of institutional racism in the police.  Few people actually recognise this debate and given the predominantly male workforce it is hardly in their interest to even try.

Time to work together

Government, the FBU and employers are potentially arriving at a time when they should recognise the need to work together.  The planned radical transformation of the fire service has only been partly successful.  The dynamic to sweep away resistance (Burke 2002) has stalled because firefighter’s operational goals have primacy.  At watch level the perceived need to work together and share skills remains more important than structural changes to other areas.  

Nonetheless, whilst research provides guidance to decision makers there is no simple fix.  The operation of informal cultures in the fire service is so well established that pulling on levers for change does not necessarily mean cultural change will occur.  The struggle over pay, that changed to a struggle over efficiency as the employers took the initiative 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(ODPM 2003; ODPM 2006a; ODPM 2006b)
 has largely returned to an even balance as the recognition that change management in the fire service does not just happen because the business gurus say it will (Rolph 2005).  There needs to be a firm understanding of the forces at work and a constant monitoring of the success and failures advised by rigorous research.  Research that is done by people who have more than a business interest in helping to improve services to the public (Stewart 2004). 

Employing women as firefighters

In the middle of this dispute about the future of the fire service there is a debate about how to change an overwhelmingly white working class male fire service to one that more closely represents the community it serves.  Government targets (Straw 1999) should have focused minds but the lack of success in employing women has recently drawn parliamentary scrutiny (ODPM 2006c; Starkey 2006) and the men have won.  Notable amongst this scrutiny has been an acceptance that the targets set by Straw were unobtainable – little debate has been held about how institutional conservatism or sexism has made this belief into a self-fulfilling prophecy.  This despite the probability that the both resistance to women and modernisation are resisted because they challenge the same phenomenon – the way firefighters see their job and construct their masculinity  
2. Methodology and methods

Now, in a further attempt to capture an audience to debates about masculinity I am looking back to identify if women’s experience has changed since “Who Rings the Bell.”  However, this current research will be more informed by the wealth of work, and community of academics that has developed during the past ten years.  Some of this expertise developed from the research that started in 2002 on a national audit of training.  The subsequent report and conference “Sunrise: a new dawn in training” (Baigent, et al. 2003) identified ways that training could move away from a system that re-produced the existing workforce and move towards a system that encourages a more diverse community of firefighters.  Then there was the Fireworks project, which I set up but was subsequently forced to leave: something that further added to my experience on how bullying cultures can develop.  Added to all of this is my current employment as Director of the Fire Service Research and Training Unit at Anglia Ruskin University and from writing and leading the first Public Service Degree in the UK.  I have also ventured outside of the ivory towers and my work leading fitting-in a consultancy that works with and for the fire service has provided a more grounded experience.   

Questionnaire

The questionnaire was developed from the earlier model used in 1996 and the FBU helped with its distribution.  Approaches for support were also made to the ODPM and CFOA.  In some quarters, this questionnaire may seem clumsy.  However, for this survey to be comparable, it is necessary to follow the original questions.  

Response rate

There were 237 respondents and 227 of them were from fulltime operational firefighters.  Whilst the numbers of fulltime women firefighters in the UK are difficult to track down, the latest data I have indicates there are 721 (C&LG 2006).

 Questions

There are 78 questions, some of these are quantitative and some qualitative.  The plan is to establish, amongst other things, information about the respondents including:

· a profile (age, ethnicity, education qualifications, role, previous employment)

· reason for joining

· access to recruitment

· the recruitment and training process

· expectations and outcomes

· acceptance into service

· facilities

· equality training

· reaction to fire service culture

· support from senior managers and FBU

· treatment at work

· views on promotion

· views on how to recruit women

· views on modernisation

· views on shift system

What ‘methods’ are in use

The data will be analysed from a qualitative and quantative perspective and for these purposes is coded to SPSS and NVivo coding is developing.  

Once the data is in good draft, I expect to carryout interviews with key players and some of the 99 women firefighters who have offered to speak to me and provided their contact details for this purpose.

The ethics statement indicates, “This research is being carried out to improve the fire service’s understanding of the employment of women firefighters and to improve their recruitment into the fire service… The research also aims to assist male and female firefighters in understanding how their behaviour, sometimes 'innocently', can marginalise their existing and potential work colleagues.”  Consequently, it may be wrong of me to sit on data that may have some potential influence on this area.  Therefore if the analysis indicates that an early release of data would accord with the ethics statement, I shall consider releasing interim reports or parts of the data ahead of the final outcome.

Thank you

Thank you to all those who have helped me to make this research such a success.  In particular, thanks go to all the women who took the time to fill in the questionnaire, to the FBU for distributing it and particularly to the FBU National Women's committee.

3. Generalisability  

Analysis is now underway and this interim report provides some sense of who answered the questions and how much the responses provide a good cross-section of women in the fire service.  It is likely that the data will be able to provide a generalised view of women’s experience in the fire service.

Length of service

The length of service for the 227 operational women firefighters who responded ranges from one month to 22 years:  25% of them had less than 3 years service; 50% had less than 5 years service; 75% had less than 9 years service.

Age

The average age of the women firefighters is just over 32 year’s old: 25% of them are under 29; 50% of them are under 32; 75% of them are under 36.  The oldest respondent is 45 year’s of age and the youngest 18

	
	Frequency
	Mean
	Percentiles
	Max
	Min

	 
	Valid
	Missing
	 
	25
	50
	75
	
	

	Length of Service
	226
	1
	6.272
	3.000
	5.000
	9.000
	-1
	22

	Age
	226
	1
	32.17
	29.00
	32.00
	36.00
	18
	45


All of the 227 respondents provided their role: 3 were in training; 184 were firefighters; 27 were crew managers; 9 were watch managers and 4 station managers.  

	 
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Valid
	Trainee
	3
	1.3
	1.3
	1.3

	 
	Firefighter
	184
	81.1
	81.1
	82.4

	 
	Crew Manager
	27
	11.9
	11.9
	94.3

	 
	Watch Manager
	9
	4.0
	4.0
	98.2

	 
	Station Manager
	4
	1.8
	1.8
	100.0

	 
	Total
	227
	100.0
	100.0
	 


4. Fire Services

178 (78.4%) of women respondents named their fire service.  This is a very high return because it would be expected that correspondents would be particular sensitivity about anonymity (due to the few women in the fire service).  In outcome, all of the fire services in Wales and Northern Ireland are represented.  For Scotland 4 out of 8 fire services are represented and for England all but five are represented.  Given that 49 (21.6%) of women did not respond to this question it is possible that these ‘missing’ fire services are represented amongst the 49 women who choose not to answer this question. 

5. Shift System

Of the 193 (85%) of women respondents who identified their duty system: 167 (86.5%) were wholetime; 13 (6.7%) were daytime staffing; two (1%) were flexi-duty and 11 (5.7%) worked days.

	 
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Valid
	Wholetime
	167
	73.6
	86.5
	86.5

	 
	Daytime Staffing/crewed
	13
	5.7
	6.7
	93.3

	 
	Flexi
	2
	.9
	1.0
	94.3

	 
	Day Duties
	11
	4.8
	5.7
	100.0

	 
	Total
	193
	85.0
	100.0
	 

	Missing
	System
	34
	15.0
	 
	 

	Total
	227
	100.0
	 
	 


6. Family

Children

The data also indicates that 70 women of respondents (30.8%) have children.

	 
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Valid
	Yes
	70
	30.8
	30.8
	30.8

	 
	No
	157
	69.2
	69.2
	100.0

	 
	Total
	227
	100.0
	100.0
	 


Role

If anyone has any queries about this research or simply wants more information please do not hesitate to contact me.  dave.baigent@fitting-in.com 

Reference as:  Baigent, D. (2006) Initial summary of data collected for “One Decade On 12-5-06,” www.fitting-in.com/decade/summary 

Dr. Dave Baigent   BA (Hons) GradIFireE

As well as a Director of fitting-in ltd.  Dave is also Pathway Leader for the Public Service Degree and Director of the Fire Service Research and Training Unit at Anglia Ruskin University   

If you would like to receive an email when there is a new release of data please contact dave.baigent@fitting-in.com 

If you have ever written anything about the fire service and would like it published in the contributors section of the fitting-in website then send it to dave.baigent@fitting-in.com 
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