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1.0 Executive Summary
This research has been undertaken as the first stage of an evaluation of flexible working practices within Mid and West Wales Fire and Rescue Service (MAWWFRS). There are three procedures within the research scope: Flexible Working (Appendix A), Agile Working (Appendix B) and Flexible Working hours (Flexi-time) (Appendix C). 

Academic research finds the potential for flexible working to exacerbate, rather than address inequality. Given the marked inequality that the Service is committed to reducing, this is significant knowledge. 

This research finds a leadership committed to inclusive ways of working, but uncertain or divided on implementation and impact. In conclusion, some practical steps to build coherence and shared understanding are considered to realign Service practice with leadership aspiration and commitment.

2.0 Introduction
Post covid-19, MAWWFRS has been as affected as other organisations by the shift towards flexible ways of working (Forbes et al., 2022; Sailer et al., 2023). Expectations of more equally shared household and earning responsibilities between partners (Cook et al., 2020; Chung et al., 2021) have created a labour market and associated legislative landscape that is evolving in its expectations of employers. 
 
Internally, a high retirement profile, increased mid-career turnover among the operational workforce (Fairhurst, 2025), and a risk profile moving away from fires (Welsh Government, 2025a), add challenges reaching to the very identity of the organisation and its’ key workforce. Workplace culture has come under scrutiny over recent years (Welsh Government, 2025b). Questions around the organisation’s commitment to equality, a legal duty (Welsh Government, 2022), have been raised (Kincaid et al., 2025, p.69). 

Adaptation is imperative for ongoing fulfilment of statutory functions with an adequately skilled workforce. 

Everyone’s experience is unique and impacts of flexible working practices are likely to affect individuals differently based on a range of characteristics, disability being a significant example (Baumgartner et al., 2015). However, gender is the focus of this research. Academic research finds that gender matters for flexible working. The gender imbalance between the two staff groups in the Service; ‘Green Book’ Support staff, and ‘Grey Book’ Operational staff, is therefore relevant for understanding these procedures and their application.
The three flexible working procedures; Flexible Working, Agile Working and Flexible Working Hours, could each be the subject of stand-alone research. This study does not seek to explore practices exhaustively, but to generate a deeper understanding of the strategic aims of procedures and flexible working principles within MAWWFRS, and the barriers and limitations which might curtail them. 

3.0 Literature Review
Academic literature shows that, regardless of what organisations purport to promote, individuals’ experience of flexible working is mediated by organisational context (Van der Lippe and Lippenyi, 2020; Budd and Mumford, 2006; Cook et al. 2020). Longstanding gender conventions attribute men the role of breadwinner and women that of domestic caregiver. Correspondingly, attitudes and outcomes relating to flexible working are found to be highly dependent on the gender of individuals (Langner, 2018; Zanhour and Sumpter, 2024; Jacobi et al., 2025). This is significant for MAWWFRS. While procedures express support for flexible working, variability of applicability within and between the three procedures intersects with the marked gender imbalance, and associated power and opportunity imbalances.

Organisational data confirms that most female staff within MAWWFRS are ‘Green Book’, and most ‘Green Book’ staff are female (MAWWFRS, 2024a, p.6). Payroll records show that 7.7 % of ‘Green Book’ staff are working reduced hours (MAWWFRS, 2025). There are no formal flexible working arrangements currently active for 'Grey Book' employees (Fairhurst, 2025), except for two within Fire Control (Westcott, 2025), which is distinct from other operational roles, and made up of majority female call handlers (Fairhurst, 2025). The formal flexi-time procedure is only available to 'Green Book' staff. 

 Acker describes the ubiquitousness of inequality in organisations, as power and control is generally unevenly distributed (2006, p.443). Within MAWWFRS, the uneven distribution by staff group is explicit, and those recognised by status, ring-fenced progression opportunities and most of the top leadership positions are excluded from formal flexi-time, and not seen in relationship to formal flexible working, although that procedure, in theory, is applicable to them. Women are not excluded from this system but must conform to the same, masculine coded, requirements, including uncompromised time commitment (Acker, 2006 p, 445-6; Pedulla and Thebaud, 2015 p. 118). In this way, flexibility stigma (Williams et al., 2013) is avoided within the Grey Book workforce, but progress towards greater gender diversity is nearly non-existent (MAWWFRS, 2024a, p.8). Flexibility also becomes, by implication, an attribute of lower-status work, carried out by staff with comparably limited power and opportunity. 

Research shows that penalties for men accessing flexible working arrangements tend to be greater than for women (Cook et al. 2020; Coltrane et al, 2013). Also, that women tend to use flexi-time to balance work and home commitments, and men to work longer hours (Lott, 2020). These patterns reinforce gender inequality (Lott, 2020; Zanhour and Sumpter, 2024 p.627). In MAWWFRS, even within the ‘Green Book’ cohort, top leadership roles are disproportionately held by men. 

This is not to devalue the benefits of working time flexibility, including health benefits, and greater choice around sustaining a presence in the workforce (Lott, 2020), but it demonstrates a complex picture.  

The MAWWFRS Agile Working procedure looks slightly different. It is not prescriptive, and its’ applicability is conditional but not divided down operational / support staff lines. This potentially disrupts associations between flexibility and status. It appears to offer employees more control of their working day, although as the practice has evolved, a more complex picture of potential benefits and drawbacks is recognised (Sailer et al., 2023; Aroles et al., 2021). As with other flexibility, agile working brings new options for individuals previously excluded from the workplace, and organisations potential access to more talent (McCartney, 2025, p.2). 

This research literature demonstrates that policies and procedures are not enough. The attitude and example of leaders is essential for recognising and breaking down unnecessary barriers and creating a culture that welcomes flexible working (CIPD, 2024; Choudury, 2020 p. 67). This helps an organisation realise many benefits. Adaptable leadership is required to accelerate progress towards a more diverse and adaptable workforce, fit for a volatile and uncertain future (Coughlin, 2025). 


4.0 Methodology
An exploratory questionnaire (Davies, 2020, p.6) was undertaken to capture strategic expectations for flexible working practices (Denscombe, 2014, p.32-33). This cross-sectional study explores executive and senior leaders’ perceptions of flexible working and its’ purpose and value to the organisation, through a mixed methods approach (Anderson and Fontinha, 2024, p.65).
 
A pragmatist approach to this applied research was taken (Saunders, 2023 p.153). As an evaluation of procedures, the purpose is to establish understanding to inform future actions. (Anderson and Fontinha, 2024, p.14). The research method identified as most appropriate to the availability of participants.

The questionnaire was developed on Microsoft Forms. Permissions were set so only designated individuals within the Executive Leadership Team (ELT) and Senior Leadership Team (SLT) could respond. One response was permitted per individual. The questionnaire was distributed to thirty individuals for anonymous completion.

Quantitative questions were included for consistent classification of attitudes and perceptions, for trend analysis. Questions were devised based on the possible benefits of flexible working practices identified in the CIPD's flexible working report (McCartney, 2025, p.2), to ensure validity of the options provided (Saunders, 2023, p.523-4).  

Qualitative questions enabled provision of additional context, and for information to be presented not limited by predetermined categorisations, to broaden understanding (Anderson and Fontinha, 2024, p.186-7).

The Service’s commitment to a Service as diverse as the communities it serves (MAWWFRS, no date a, p.10) was taken into account.

Secondary organisational data, including demographic data, provided organisational context. Also, secondary data from the Service recruitment pages (MAWWFRS, no date b) was referenced when drawing conclusions from the findings.

The questionnaire included questions about application of procedures. As this report is concerned with strategic purposes, these responses are not explored here but will provide evidence for future stages of evaluation.


5.0 Findings

5.1 Questionnaire Response
Figure 1


Respondents gave their seniority level, and the contractual make-up of their staff: primarily Grey Book, Green Book, or a mix. 

Response rates based on staff groups have not been calculated, because perception of departmental make-up being “primarily” one way or the other, or a mix, may differ between the researcher and leaders themselves. 

Some non-response bias is possible. The varying applicability of flexible working procedures may lead to some feeling that this survey is less relevant to them (Denscombe, 2014 p.26).

No other respondent details were requested, however, departments made up of primarily Green Book staff tend to have Green Book leaders. All other senior level leaders are Operational Officers. On gender, within ELT the ratio of female to males is 1:7. SLT has a ratio of 3:19. With a 53% overall response rate, even if all female leaders responded, the overall outcome remains skewed towards a male operational leadership perspective.




5.2  	Strategic Objectives 
Respondents ranked a list of possible strategic gains that could be pursued through the Flexible Working and Flexi-time procedures in order of importance. 
Overall average rankings are shown in the tables below, with standard deviation expressing the level of deviation of individual responses from the average. A lower standard deviation value expresses greater alignment of responses. The average rankings for each leadership group are shown for comparison of priorities at each level.
On average SLT place ‘recognising and accommodating a wider range of people’s needs and circumstances’ below both attraction and retention, suggesting a greater focus on outcome over strategic principle. However, a consistent understanding of what is most and least important comes through.
Figure 2

In relation to the strategic approach to flexible working at recruitment, respondents were asked to select all options that apply. Figure 3


The view that flexible working is not likely to be possible for operational roles is present for some, but not the majority. However, if perceptions of non-applicability created any non-response bias, it is more likely that those who didn’t respond would agree with this position. 

Over 80% of leaders at both levels felt flexible working considerations should be routine. No one selected the additional option - that “HR is responsible for the recruitment approach”.

A small minority felt that strategic level roles could not accommodate flexible working, or that flexibility represented a threat to productivity through reducing capacity.





5.3	Barriers to flexible working for operational staff
Respondents were asked for their thoughts around the barriers to flexible working for operational staff. Responses are displayed in the word-clouds below. 
  
Operational challenges are strongly represented. Other significant words to pick out include: “fixed”, “bound”; “limited”, “child”, “fear”.2. SLT
3. ELT
Figure 4

Responses were thematically analysed and the occurrence of themes quantified to show the breadth and strength of feeling across the group. As well as limitations on flexibility for station-based staff, training requirements are another practical barrier in terms of additional logistical and resourcing pressures.Figure 5

 
The common understanding around job-share and maintaining Establishment figures, suggests perceptions that Grey Book roles cannot sustain any amount of reduced hours. There is also recognition that, in practice, job-sharing is not likely to be attainable.

The range of responses suggest that objective knowledge is not readily available (Rousseau, 2020). Some express explicitly that culture is a barrier. One respondent observed that the way expectations for the role are set up from recruitment, a flexible working request would be a considerable challenge to that culture for an individual to undertake.

Apart from that, there is a shared idea that shift patterns supersede the need for flexible working: “the 2-2-4 shift pattern providing one of the most child friendly shift patterns available”; “with compressed hours and 4 rota days [days off] in every 8 the need may be reduced”. The suggestion that non-negotiable compressed hours equate to flexibility seems to incorporate flexible working aspirations into the full-time working ideal.
Some responses also considered barriers in relation to working locations but not working times.

5.4 	Agile Working
Inquiry related to impacts of agile working on different aspects of work; perceived value of further practice development; and satisfaction with the current procedure.

Perceptions are positive, but positivity is skewed towards employee experience. Uncertainty and negativity increase for all areas related to organisational effectiveness. 
Figure 6


In a free text section, one response demonstrated the expected skew of agile working in favour of employee experience, stating that the policy both “works well”, and "we just about cope with the setup as it is". 

A greater number of operational staff active on the Tactical Rota, responding from a location away from the departmental base, was felt to compound agile working challenges.

On the future potential of the procedure, a contrast is shown below between positivity on the value of developing agile working (figure 7), and limited consideration for making improvements (figure 8), particularly in the SLT.

Figure 7









			



 


Figure 8

5.5  	Change to Flexi-time procedure
Respondents were asked to rate impacts of increased flexi-time flexibility. The levels of positive, neutral / unknown, and negative impacts are expressed below. Perceptions of neutral or unknown impacts dominate, apart from for employee wellbeing.Figure 9

Three leaders of Green Book departments reported specific challenges. This perhaps suggests that without the diversity of working patterns offered by a mixed staff group, challenges are magnified.

5.6 	Supplementary questions
To conclude the questionnaire, respondents were asked for their thoughts on the alignment of the procedures with organisational objectives, and training needs in relation to flexible working.

On organisational alignment, there was a high proportion of non-responses. Only three respondents found these procedures to make an unqualified positive contribution, showing room for enhancement. 
Figure 10


Strength of feeling ranged from “not currently effective” and “feels more of a tick box” to “they contribute well”.

Another respondent said “The evidence of change of working practices into increased staff wellbeing, productivity and retention will always be hard to quantify effectively, but it feels like the right thing to do and staff seem to be happy with the arrangements” 

While the aim of work better for people is clear, this demonstrates acceptance of no objective measurement of impact. Judgement is led by gut feeling and an appreciation of the theoretical benefits, without looking to account for the effectiveness of application. 

On training, perception of need covered the range of the scale.Figure 11


Needs of other managers were generally considered the same or greater than that of respondents themselves. This might reflect acknowledgement that middle managers, doing more day-to-day people management, need to be more proficient in these practices, or it might reflect respondents’ greater confidence in their own skills than in those of others.   

On skill areas, the limited range of average ranking values demonstrates that prioritisation looks different for every respondent. No appreciable trends were identified.
Figure 12






5.7  	Discussion of findings

5.7.1 	Strategic objectives
The findings show a consistent leadership understanding flexible working procedures should support employee experience. For the Flexible Working procedure, statutory compliance is consistently, on average, the lowest priority. This displays a unified feeling that the flexible working procedure should not be a ‘box ticking’ exercise, and that more than the statutory minimum is desirable. 

Attraction was within the top three strategic priorities for the flexible working and flexi-time procedures. Sampling of advertised vacancies through November 2025 showed limited promotion of flexible working options, which is formulated as non-role-specific generic text (MAWWFRS, no date b). This is consistent with the Timewise Flexible Jobs index 2023, which finds “continued resistance to flexible recruitment” (p.9) closing off opportunities for many people. Consequently, although the attractive power of flexible working option is seen as a key reason for having flexible working procedures, it is not systematically leveraged. Acceptance that effectiveness cannot be measured, as expressed in 5.6.1, without looking for wider sources of evidence (Rousseau, 2020) ensures that benefits of procedural change will remain compromised.
The high proportion of unknown impact (56% overall) identified following the change in the flexi-time procedure offer an opportunity for systematic measurement here.



5.7.2   Flexible Working for Grey Book staff
Viewing that existing shift patterns work for those who already undertake them, or a lack of interest in a job-share arrangement that is unlikely to be viable anyway, as evidence that existing arrangements are adequately flexible, does nothing to advance the objective of appealing to a greater diversity of people. The implication that flexible working is for meeting childcare demands, disregards other needs, such as caring for adult dependents; managing a disability or wishing to adjust gradually before retirement. Only when the breadth of possible needs is considered, can the potential cost of conforming to the required ideal on individuals of any gender, be understood (Zanhour and Sumpter, 2024, p.627; Phillips et al., 2009). In the 2023 culture review, someone expressed that the pursuit of gaining women in the Service has had the effect of stigmatising and undermining them in their roles (Opinion Research Survey, 2023, p.26). A broader understanding of what flexibility can be for, would reduce focus on women, while also removing barriers that may prevent them joining the workforce.

The 2024 Gender Pay Gap report shows the gender pay gap growing 1.74% between 2023 and 2024, against only a 3.3% reduction in the gap in the seven years of reporting. The report notes that “the number of female firefighter recruits remains limited” (MAWWFRS, 2024a, p.8). The extent of the suggested change is significant, and use of Bridges Transition Model (Cameron and Green, 2020 p.103-4) would be appropriate to support the adjustment, to bring Service goals within reach.
 
5.7.3 	Agile Working
Clearly for some, agile working exists as a necessary trade-off of employee satisfaction against workplace effectiveness. 
 
There are mixed messages on the appetite for developing agile working further. With anticipation of a trade-off between employee experience and departmental effectiveness, a clearer definition of ‘improvement’ may be required, that explicitly removes the competitive opposition of these two principles. 

5.7.4	Training 
Training needs prioritisation shows limited correlation or a variety of approaches to addressing perceived impacts of agile working and flexi-time expressed throughout the questionnaire. 

Impacts of flexible working on employee development and progression have not been explored in this research. The average placing of this as the training priority, albeit by a very slight margin, suggests a potential omission in research scope. 
 

 6.0 	Conclusion
Employee centric leadership attitudes are evident, however, there is an apparent gap between these and organisational practices. This resonates with analysis of Pedulla and Thebaud (2015), who suggest that institutional constraints tend to limit individual aspirations. The research refers to the compromises individuals make due to limitations imposed by employers, but a similar pattern seems to exist in MAWWFRS, where shared ideals of leaders, are not translated into organisational practise. Focus on evidence-based procedure implementation may help to drive action towards aspiration.

The research also shows that individuals do not always differentiate between the three procedures. Greater understanding of the variability between them, and their interaction with organisational culture, may allow clearer identification of risk and value when considering their strategic potential.
 
With clearer articulation of the strategic approach, adjustment can be made for greater alignment of procedures with objectives. By measuring the effects of such adjustments, an evidence base can drive understanding of which subsequent changes will bring most reward. 
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Barriers to Flexible Working for Grey Book staff - Common Themes




Total	Maintain establishment figures	Operational cover	Shift patterns already flexible	Terms and conditions	Training and CPD	Organisation of leave	No barriers for departmental roles	Job share only option, rarely viable	Organisational culture	2	6	2	1	3	1	1	3	3	
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