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1.0 Executive Summary
This report provides a critical overview of the forces that the Service must account for when mapping out priorities for talent management. In a tight labour market, at a time of considerable social, cultural and financial pressure, talent management activities become increasingly crucial, to ensure the most effective application of scarce resources. 
The Service is seen to be promoting an agenda of diversity (MAWWFRS no date c, P. 10) and strategically selects for high quality operational recruits (MAWWFRS 2024 b, p.11-12) to serve the organisation in the long term. It demonstrates strength in the development it affords to its’ staff. This report suggests that talent management work should focus on aligning attraction with the goal of increasing the supply of applicants and creating a coherent and self-aware employer brand. This will support attraction and retention of both operational and support staff (Randstad 2024, p.11); improve the talent pipeline further up and capitalise more on the high development culture.
 
2.0 	Introduction
According to the CIPD’s Resourcing and Talent Management Report (2024a, P. 1), pressure on the UK labour market is forecast to continue, making attraction and retention a major issue for employers in the coming years. It suggests “forward thinking organisations” recognise that increased remuneration will not be enough to draw people in sufficiently. Equality and diversity were also found to remain in high focus (ibid. p.1), for a deeper pool of talent with a greater breadth of knowledge and experience. 

Both findings chime strongly with the current climate within Mid and West Wales Fire and Rescue Service (MAWWFRS, or ‘The Service’), where concern around organisational culture has brought about significant activity towards understanding and improving the employee experience. Job satisfaction, training and development, work life balance, and diversity and inclusion have all been areas under discussion (Opinion Research Services, 2023).

The term ‘Talent Management’ includes the idea of talent as key individuals who provide significant return on investment (CIPD, 2024b), and the appreciation of talent as the more general requirement for a human workforce to fulfil the needs of an organisation (Cappelli, 2008). It accounts for both the people who carry-out work within an organisation, and the way that work is being done (Collings et al., 2017). Optimization of the working environment is required, to ensure the retention of the required talent.

This report sets out, firstly, the influential factors that will help direct the approach to talent management activity; and secondly, a considered analysis of current talent management activities, highlighting strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats, given the dynamic environment that the Service must respond to. The report will draw conclusions from the analysis and provide recommendations to drive ongoing effectiveness in the context identified. 

This report aims to consider both operational and support staff groups. 

3.0	Main Findings
3.1	An evaluation of internal and external factors affecting talent management in the Service
3.1.1	Financial factors
With reference to 2024 budgets, the Welsh Local Government Association highlighted a bleak picture for the current state of local authority finances (Welsh Local Government Association, 2024), which the Fire Services depend on. The recent UK Government budget provided an increased financial settlement for Wales (HM Treasury, 2024), however, commitments to public services give priority to the NHS, both in England and Wales (Masters, 2024). Recently announced increases to employer National Insurance contributions will also affect the finances of MAWWFRS. These financial factors suggest that there will not be generous scope for additional roles within the Service in the foreseeable future. Headcount may be more likely to contract, with temporary roles not renewed. Under these financial constraints, increased focus on effective talent management will be prudent. 

3.1.2	Reputational factors
As a highly visible public sector organisation, MAWWFRS can rely on its’ reputation to draw in candidates for both operational and support roles (Taylor, 2022. P. 96). With dramatic video footage, the corporate recruitment pages of UK Fire Services capitalise on the profile of firefighters as heroes of public service (MAWWFRS, No date a; South Wales Fire and Rescue Service, no date a). The long multi-stage application process for operational firefighters reinforces perception that firefighters are “the best” (UK Fire Service Resources, no date a). Support staff attraction benefits from the reflected glory of the frontline work (MAWWFRS, no date b). There is no doubt that the Fire Service has many strong attractive qualities for potential recruits (Allaway, 2020). 
However, it is also known that the fire service is limited by a “striking lack of diversity” (Allaway, 2020). The industry has failed to make improvements to diversity levels, and toxic environments were found to be commonplace (His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire and Rescue Services, 2023). These well-publicised findings are not helpful for broadening the attraction of the Service for a stronger talent pool (CIPD, 2024 c), and to better represent the communities the Service works with (MAWWFRS no date c, P. 10). The number of applicants for wholetime firefighter roles over the last five years have seen a general decline, with 2023 figures down by 23.6% on 2018. Levels of diversity also remain largely static, with applicants remaining primarily white male (Fairhurst, 2024).

3.1.3	Technological factors
The recruitment process and its’ administration will also influence the size and quality of the talent pools that progress through selection (CIPD, 2020). A review of competitor employers shows that utilisation of electronic systems for support staff vacancies is common (South Wales Fire and Rescue Service, no date b; Hywel Dda University Health Board, no date). Online e-applications are likely to be more user friendly (Cook 2016, p. 4), with the potential to save details for multiple applications.  MAWWFRS continues to use individual application forms, that are manually collated and progressed, without anonymisation for blind shortlisting (CIPD 2024 d). It may also create an environment where the administration burden takes priority over supporting the candidate experience. Initial impressions are crucial for a new or potential employee to build a picture of an organisation’s culture (CIPD 2015. P.19), and MAWWFRS have lost successful applicants in the last twenty-four months, prior to commencement, due to unsatisfactory application and on-boarding experiences. 
Talent management is also affected by the reduced capacity for extensive data gathering, that recruitment software would enable. In recent years, there has been difficulty recruiting to IT roles (Fairhurst, 2024). With greater reporting capacity, recruiting managers could be presented with visual illustrations of their recruitment processes, with a breakdown of attraction data, and analysis of where candidates are leaving the process. Without a user-friendly reporting facility, data is not so readily available, and the capacity of HR to add value through an evidence led approach is reduced. 

3.1.4 	Legal factors
The primary function and legal obligations of the Service is to provide emergency rescue in a variety of different scenarios (Welsh Government, 2021), this means that there is a need for a constant focus on the skills and competencies of operational staff. A fit for purpose talent pipeline must be maintained to ensure an appropriately skilled workforce to cover all eventualities. Clearly defined development processes are weighted heavily in favour of operational staff needs. There are structured mandatory frameworks for development (MAWWFRS, 2023a), and a promotion processes (MAWWFRS, 2023b) that are accessible for all operational staff. Although comparable systematic progression is not available to support staff, the necessary focus on operational development need ensures that the organisational culture has staff development embedded within it, which all staff benefit from. In theory, this is also likely to be a positive for staff attraction and retention (de Hoyos and Green, 2011). The results of the 2023 Cultural Audit (Opinion Research Services, 2023) found that over 80% of respondents indicated that they felt that their access to training opportunities in the last two years had been fair. 

3.1.5	Social / Cultural factors
Current concerns over organisational culture, increasing scrutiny on behaviour, emphasis on safety to report concerns and potentially an increase in severity of sanctions, has seen a sustained increase in the rate of dismissals for disciplinary offences over the past two years. In 2021 and 2022 there were no disciplinary events that led to dismissal, whereas in 2023 and 2024 there were two in each year. (MAWWFRS, 2024 a). This inevitably has an impact on morale, and anecdotal evidence suggests that particularly operational staff, feel uncertain about expectations and acceptable behaviours. 
The fire service has a strong sense of identity, so the need for a change in culture is bound to be unsettling, and if it is successful to any degree, some turnover may be desirable. Potential for increased attrition must be anticipated, and while focusing on diversifying the makeup of recruits will create a natural cultural shift, this must be balanced with the need for experienced firefighters. When long serving firefighters leave, a comparably experienced replacement is not possible. The social changes that are impacting the labour force at present must be approached with a focus on retaining existing talent, while also fostering change.
Aside from internal culture concerns, with societal trends moving towards greater flexibility, and work-life balance a more significant expectation for employees (Randstad 2024, p. 10), the commitment demands of the firefighter role on firefighters and their families may be becoming relatively greater. While the 2-2-4 shift system is popular for work life balance (Litchfield & Hinckley 2016), the variety of other shift patterns, and the large rural area the Service covers, means that firefighters in MAWWFRS are just as likely to be posted a long distance away, on a less favourable shift system. Only in the most urban areas of the service is there a concentration of 224 stations, and postings here are the most sought after. 
For support staff, the impact of changing expectations on workplace flexibility is more likely to have a direct effect on attrition (Jackson, 2024). If the Service is not able to compete with other employers, their skills are directly transferable to other employers. Conversely, it is possible that the relatively remote location of Service Headquarters means that there are fewer alternative employers for staff, this might be a contributory reason for current stability within the support staff functions (De Hoyos and Green, 2011; Fairhurst, 2024). 

3.2	A critical analysis of the current approach to recruiting, promoting and retaining talent
3.2.1 	Attraction and Recruitment
Milmore (2003) argues for the success of HR practices that are strategically aligned. The recruitment of firefighters is carried out at entry level with development up to and including Chief Fire Officer facilitated internally. Consequently, the investment in operational staff development is considerable. Recruitment of firefighters is understood to be a crucial HR process, with a focus on selection activity (Milmore 2003; MAWWFRS, no date a). Support staff recruitment does not receive the same level of strategic consideration, with processes carried out by individual line managers. Employer brand, as the marketable expression of “a distinctive organisational identity” (Martin et al., 2011) might be expected to provide a thread of continuity between the two areas of activity. Analysis suggests instead, a lack of strategic alignment or brand coherence across the different attraction and recruitment activities.
Taylor (2022, pp. 97-8) states that an organisation looking for diversity should undertake “wide trawl” style attraction campaigns to draw in more candidates from a variety of places. According to Recruitment Manager, Karen Fairhurst (2024), MAWWFRS recruitment campaigns rely on social-media, experience days held on Service premises (which must themselves, be attractive to be effective) and word of mouth to draw in candidates. According to Taylor (2022, p. 96), this is not unusual for public sector organisations, with the expectations that candidates will seek out suitable vacancies. This, however, will only gain applicants who are already attracted to the Service and looking for a role within it. 
To appreciate MAWWFRS’ approach to employer brand, a comparison can be made between the recruitment pages of MAWWFRS and other fire services. MAWWFRS focuses on the potential of the employee to contribute to the delivery of public service, referring to working for “the Fire and Rescue Service” (MAWWFRS, no date d). West Yorkshire Fire and Rescue Service (no date), in contrast, makes its’ own specific identity prominent throughout its’ attraction. Values, commitments and employer offering are clear. By comparison, brand identity on MAWWFRS recruitment landing pages is conspicuous by its’ absence. Kanwal and Van Hoye (2023) describe the fundamental purpose of employee brand to uniquely distinguish an employer for potential applicants. MAWWFRS instead refers to the fire service industry to generate an image of its’ identity as an employer, making the organisation largely passive in the generation of employer brand. 
Applications packs attached to support staff job vacancies give a sense of the employer value proposition (EVP), however, this approach disregards the role of the website as a key marketing apparatus for employer brand. The placement of the Service EVP in a standalone document, perhaps harks back to an idea of a glossy brochure. Job description and person specification are also contained in these documents, following 8 pages of general information, with no sign posting or direct link to this essential information. Signposting on the “application guidance” page of the website (MAWWFRS, no date e) is out of date, and direction for returning the pack is a postal address, completing the suggestion that the Service has not moved on from hard copy applications. The sustained impression is that the Service is content to persist with dated methods of attraction and recruitment, lose out on the advantages of a digital system and that it is not adequately self-aware of the image being created for prospective candidates.
Taking ownership of employer brand requires realistic analysis of the current situation, but others have demonstrated that it is possible to change the narrative that surrounds an organisation, with positive outcomes (Howlett, 2020).

3.2.2	Development and Promotion
National frameworks for firefighter progression mean that promotion pathways are set outside of the organisation itself (UK Fire Service Resources, no date b). Focus on operational staff progression, while a crucial part of the Service identity, continues the trend that the employer brand remains the firefighter brand, and not something that MAWWFRS have made their own. Differences in the development experience between operational and support staff ensures an inconsistent image in employee perception. The 2023 culture audit found that wholetime staff were significantly more likely than support staff to agree that everyone has fair access to training (Opinion Research Services 2023, p. 65). 
Within the operational cohort, constant succession planning is required. While the effort required to achieve promotion is not underestimated, the structured pathway; extensive support available; and the organisational need to maintain a supply of talent at all operational levels, means that if an individual is interested in promotion, it is generally attainable. Added to which, the geography of the service and varying shift systems means that there are varying levels of desirability for different roles. The Service experiences some difficulty filling more rural roles, where the shift system is also more demanding. The transfer and promotion systems and limited supply of talent enable operational staff to work their way into their most favoured situation, and resist moves into less favourable posts. This can affect the talent pipeline if talented individuals prefer to remain at a lower rank in a favoured location, and less able candidates can attain promotion by taking less desirable posts. The disparity in desirability of different shift systems sustains a talent management process where less experienced individuals are likely to be concentrated in the less desirable locations. It also has the potential to limit diversity at all levels.
With a smaller headcount, fewer leadership positions and access to pensions coming at a later age, support staff careers generally progress at a far slower pace. Also, while operational progression is ringfenced internally, policy requires support staff posts to be advertised “to maximise the number of suitably qualified candidates” (MAWWFRS, 2024 b). This creates a double standard, devaluing the knowledge and experience of support staff internally, while celebrating that of operational staff. Support staff are also not afforded the assurance of promotion, in spite of the Service investing in support staff development activity. 
3.2.3 	Retention 
The impact of disparities between operational and support staff employee experience on staff retention is clear with support staff turnover for reason of resignation being far higher than operational staff over the last four years. Data shows (MAWWFRS, 2024 a) that over the last four years, there have been 72 resignations from the support side, and 16 retirements. For the operational side it is largely reversed, with 86 retirements and 13 resignations. Turnover rates being notably higher for support side considering the lower headcount, peaking in 2022, and dropping to a more stable rate since. 
Attraction and retention of support staff was addressed in 2023 by a job evaluation project, which largely resulted in salary increases. Those who were uplifted were placed at the bottom of the new salary scale, which in 2025 will see all affected staff reaching the top of their new salary band. Without internal development options this may have a compounded impact on retention if multiple individuals are looking for further financial progression at the same time.
	Current leaver statistics show rates of retirement fluctuating over the last four years, with 2023 retirements being more than 50% fewer than both 2022 and 2024. Resignations of operational firefighters (largely at firefighter rank) have increased significantly over the past 4 years, more than doubling on the previous year in both 2023 and 2024. Reasons for resignations are not sufficiently understood, however, it suggests that the commitment required for the role is becoming less attractive in the current employment market. With the talent pipeline dependent on a healthy supply as discussed above, if this trend is not better understood and addressed through effective talent management strategy, this may have a detrimental impact for the future of the Service.

4.0	Conclusion
	MAWWFRS is faced with the need to deliver culture change in an environment of considerable financial pressure. Fire service reputation gives mixed messages to potential recruits, depleting efforts to bring in a more diverse pool of applicants. Recruitment processes are out-dated and better use of technology could improve outcomes at the earliest point of talent management. Supporting staff development is a significant strength of the Service, but culture change is high on the agenda, with feelings of uncertainty about the future heightened. Changing employee expectations more generally (Randstad, 2024; Jackson, 2024), add to the dynamic circumstances the Service is navigating.
	Recruitment is known to be one of the most important talent management activities the Service undertakes. Selection activities for operational firefighters are extensive and evolving (MAWWFRS 2024 b, p.11-12). However, attraction activity does not seem to receive a corresponding level of attention. Innovation in attraction is not apparent, and attraction of support staff does not look well thought through. Any conception of a self-aware employer brand, that draws on the particularities and strengths of Mid and West Wales Fire and Rescue Service as an employer independent of the fire service at large, does not shine through on the Service website (MAWWFRS no date d).
	MAWWFRS have excellent structure in place to support staff development, but limitations on the supply of talent, and in the attractiveness of available postings mean that the quality of operational leadership is not assured. Limited focus and support for support staff by comparison, ensures that talent in this side of the organisation is harder to hold on to (MAWWFRS 2024 a). With recent trends showing increased attrition on the operational side as well (ibid.), the evidence suggests that change will bring some considerable challenges for the talent management pipeline in the short to medium term. 
	While the Service strategy recognises the importance of diversity and is committed to supporting “equity, diversity and inclusion” (MAWWFRS, no date c, p.9), there are limitations to the extent to which attraction and recruitment practices currently align with this objective. It could be inferred from the narrow focus of attraction that perhaps the service is not genuine in its’ pursuit of a wider range of applicants. Perhaps more likely, in line with the findings of Faragher (2020), the Service, does not yet know enough about how to make the change they want to see. A strong and coherent employer brand that is actively managed (Taylor, 2022 p. 123-5) towards specific organisational outcomes would be one way to try and integrate the rhetoric of diversity with a demonstrably inclusive culture (Faragher, 2020). With focus on desired culture change, and work to align action with strategy drawing on the existing service strengths, it can be hoped that long term, a cultural shift might support the evolution of the Service for the future.     

5.0	Recommendations
5.1	Recommendation 1
Develop a coherent and distinctive employer brand that draws on the unique strengths of MAWWFRS (Martin et al., 2011) that attraction activity and other HR practices can be aligned to, and that staff can get behind (Taylor 2022, pp. 128-9; Kanwal and Van Hoye, 2023). Advertise the Service as an employer, rather than limiting advertising campaigns to specific, timebound vacancies.
5.2	Recommendation 2
Align attraction with the organisational goal of increasing diversity within the workforce. Make a genuine effort to take the employer brand beyond its’ traditional audience. Take experience days out into roadshows – town centres, leisure centres, beachfronts, careers events, rather than expecting to draw people into service premises. Ensure that experience roadshows reach widely across the service area. Invest in broader advertising of the organisation, utilising a greater range of media, in the physical world as well as digital advertising. This will help to ensure that the fire Service image is seen by individuals on multiple occasions (Taylor 2022, p. 98), in order to penetrate into conscious awareness.
5.3	Recommendation 3
Carry out further work to understand attrition from both operational and support staff roles. Use the findings of this work to better understand and mitigate potential further impact of internal and external culture change, to ensure healthy talent pipeline for the future. 
5.4	Recommendation 4
Consider what development means to the MAWWFRS employer brand, and how support staff opportunities might be better aligned with those afforded to operational staff. This could include considering whether some managerial roles might benefit from support staff expertise. Changing operational posts to support staff would help stimulate progression for support staff and slow the demand for operational post holders.
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