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Women in Leadership within Mid and West Wales Fire and Rescue Service

Leadership diversity is increasingly recognised as vital in organisations, linked to better decision-making, innovation, and performance (Cox and Blake, 1991; Page, 2007). Many organisations prioritise diversity in leadership, yet women remain underrepresented, especially in emergency services. The UK Fire and Rescue Service (FRS) has long been marked by masculine cultures and hierarchical structures that emphasise traditional male traits such as authority (Woodfield, 2016). While modernisation has opened opportunities for women, barriers such as organisational culture and gender stereotypes hinder progress (Parkinson, Duncan and Archer, 2019). 
The Home Office (2022) noted challenges in leadership development and diversity within the FRS. Reviews by the Welsh Government also stress the need for effective and inclusive leadership in Welsh Fire and Rescue Services (Welsh Government, 2024). Mid and West Wales Fire and Rescue Service (MAWWFRS), which serves a vast area, has undergone reforms to improve governance and culture. However, research on women's experiences in leadership roles within the organisation remains limited.
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Despite efforts to enhance equality and diversity in the UK Fire and Rescue Service, women remain underrepresented in leadership roles and face challenges related to culture and career development (Woodfield, 2016). While national research has examined these issues, there is limited evidence on Welsh Fire and Rescue Services, particularly MAWWFRS, leading to a poor understanding of how cultural factors affect women's leadership progression. Addressing this gap is crucial as diverse leadership enhances organisational effectiveness and succession planning (Cox and Blake, 1991; Page, 2007).
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To investigate the experiences of women in leadership roles within Mid and West Wales Fire and Rescue Service and examine the barriers, opportunities and organisational factors influencing leadership progression.

Research Objectives
1. To explore the experiences of women occupying leadership positions within MAWWFRS.
2. To identify barriers affecting women's progression into leadership roles.
3. To examine organisational factors supporting women's leadership development.
4. To assess the impact of organisational culture on women's leadership experiences.
5. To improve women's representation in leadership roles, findings will be shared through an internal report, staff presentations, and a policy brief for the Welsh Government and the National Fire Chiefs Council to enhance stakeholder engagement and support implementation of recommendations.

Research Questions
1. What barriers affect women's progression into leadership roles within MAWWFRS?
2. How does organisational culture influence women's leadership experiences?
3. What organisational factors support women's leadership development?
4. How effective are existing leadership development and diversity initiatives in supporting women leaders?
5. To develop evidence-based recommendations for improving women's representation and progression within leadership positions in MAWWFRS.
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Role Congruity Theory explains the underrepresentation of women in leadership positions by suggesting that prejudice arises when leadership expectations conflict with traditional gender roles (Eagly and Karau, 2002). Women are often associated with communal characteristics, whereas leadership is frequently associated with assertiveness and authority. Consequently, women may be evaluated less favourably as leaders. However, the theory focuses primarily on societal expectations and pays less attention to organisational structures.
Eagly and Carli (2007) extended this discussion through the concept of the leadership labyrinth, arguing that women face multiple interconnected barriers throughout their careers, including stereotyping, organisational bias, work-life balance pressures and restricted access to influential networks. This framework highlights the complex nature of leadership progression.
Transformational Leadership Theory emphasises leadership behaviours over personal traits. According to Bass and Riggio (2006), transformational leaders inspire and develop followers through vision and support. Eagly et al. (2003) noted that women often exhibit these behaviours, leading to positive organisational outcomes. In emergency services, such leadership has been linked to enhanced workforce engagement (Caro, 2016). Northouse (2022) notes that effective leadership increasingly emphasises collaboration and adaptability. Nonetheless, leadership effectiveness varies by context, and no single style is universally applicable, especially in settings needing both command and employee engagement (Yukl, 2020).
Organisational culture is another significant factor influencing leadership progression. Schein and Schein (2017) define organisational culture as the shared values, assumptions, and behaviours that shape workplace practices. Acker (2006) argues that organisations can contain embedded gender inequalities within apparently neutral systems, leading recruitment, promotion and leadership processes to favour men.
Research highlights structural barriers to women's advancement in leadership. Morrison, White, and Van Velsor (1987) introduced the glass ceiling, which refers to invisible barriers that prevent women from attaining senior roles. Ryan and Haslam (2005) expanded on this with the concept of the glass cliff, suggesting that women are often appointed during organisational crises, thereby exposing them to greater risk. Haslam and Ryan (2008) provided evidence supporting this phenomenon, showing women are viewed as more suitable leaders in tough times. However, critics argue that these concepts may oversimplify women's experiences by failing to account for variations across organisational settings.
Leadership development literature highlights the importance of mentoring, sponsorship and organisational support. Day (2001) emphasises leadership development through learning and experience, while Ibarra, Carter and Silva (2010) found that women often receive mentoring but have less access to sponsorship relationships that directly influence promotion opportunities.
Research in the Fire and Rescue Service shows persistent barriers for women. Woodfield (2016) found that women leaders face more scrutiny. Parkinson, Duncan, and Archer (2019) identified issues like sexism, exclusion from networks, and limited sponsorship. Brown (2020) noted that masculine cultures still marginalise women. Waring et al. (2025) discovered that organisational culture and access to development opportunities hinder female firefighters' growth. These studies highlight that structural and cultural barriers remain despite greater focus on diversity and inclusion.
Several Fire and Rescue Services have taken steps to address leadership challenges. Derbyshire Fire and Rescue Service have launched mentoring and leadership development initiatives for female leaders (Chartered Management Institute, 2025). West Midlands Fire Service promotes senior female role models to inspire leadership aspirations (Fire Magazine, 2022). The National Fire Chiefs Council (2023) stresses the need for leadership development and diversity. Additionally, Women in the Fire Service UK (2026a) advocates for better representation and support for women in the sector, while emphasising inclusive leadership and career development (Women in the Fire Service UK, 2026b).




Research on women in emergency service leadership is increasing, but evidence regarding the Welsh Fire and Rescue Services is limited. Most studies focus on England and offer little insight into leadership development, organisational culture, and gender-related barriers in MAWWFRS. Few have used a mixed-methods approach to combine organisational perceptions with women's lived experiences. This study aims to fill these gaps by providing context-specific evidence to inform organisational practice and future research.
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This study adopts a pragmatist research philosophy. Pragmatism is appropriate because it focuses on practical organisational problems and recognises the value of both objective and subjective forms of knowledge (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).
An inductive approach will be employed, as the study seeks to develop understanding from participants' experiences rather than to test predetermined hypotheses (Grey, 2021). This approach is suitable because the research aims to explore the lived experiences of women leaders within MAWWFRS. Themes and patterns will emerge from participants' accounts, ensuring findings reflect workplace realities. The study will utilise a convergent mixed-methods design. 
This approach combines quantitative and qualitative methods to provide a more comprehensive understanding of organisational issues than either method alone (Bryman & Bell, 2023; Creswell & Creswell, 2023). The questionnaire will identify patterns in employees' perceptions, while interviews will provide deeper insights into women's leadership experiences. Combining these methods will enable exploration of both the extent of the issues and the factors underlying them. Triangulation will enhance the credibility and robustness of the findings by comparing evidence from multiple sources (Creswell & Creswell, 2023). Quantitative and qualitative data will be collected concurrently, analysed separately and integrated during interpretation.
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The quantitative component will consist of an online questionnaire distributed to employees across MAWWFRS. The questionnaire will explore perceptions of organisational culture, leadership opportunities, promotion processes, workplace inclusion and diversity initiatives. Demographic questions and Likert-scale statements will generate measurable data.
The qualitative component will involve semi-structured interviews with women occupying leadership positions within MAWWFRS. Interviews will explore experiences of career progression, leadership challenges, organisational culture, mentoring, sponsorship and professional development.
Documentary analysis will also be undertaken to examine organisational policies, equality and diversity strategies, leadership frameworks and relevant government publications. This will provide contextual understanding and strengthen triangulation.
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The target population consists of employees at MAWWFRS, with stratified purposive sampling to ensure representation across various roles, including operational staff, managers, and support personnel, aiming for 15–30 responses to the questionnaire. For women in leadership positions (e.g., Crew Managers, Watch Managers, Station Managers), purposive sampling will also apply, emphasising diversity in roles, service length, backgrounds, and locations. 
Approximately 10-15 interviews will be conducted, with potential snowball sampling to recruit additional participants, given the limited number of women in leadership. Focusing on a single organisation can provide valuable insights into complex workplace issues (Yin, 2018).
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Questionnaire data will be analysed using Microsoft Excel or SPSS, employing descriptive statistical techniques such as frequencies, percentages, mean scores, and cross-tabulations to identify patterns. Interview data will be analysed using Braun and Clarke's thematic analysis framework, with transcripts coded into themes such as organisational culture, leadership barriers, mentoring, and career progression. Quantitative and qualitative findings will be integrated through triangulation to provide a comprehensive understanding of women's leadership experiences within MAWWFRS. This includes joint displays for direct comparison of key results and narrative synthesis to connect themes and explain findings, ensuring coherent conclusions and actionable recommendations.

















[bookmark: _Toc233382098]ETHICAL CONSIDERATION

Ethical approval will be obtained from the relevant university ethics committee before data collection commences. Participation will be voluntary and based on informed consent, with participants informed of their right to withdraw before data analysis (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).
Confidentiality and anonymity will be maintained throughout the study. Questionnaire responses will remain anonymous, while interview participants will be assigned pseudonyms or identification codes. Any identifying information will be removed from transcripts and reports. Data will be securely stored and managed in accordance with UK GDPR requirements and university policies (Information Commissioner's Office, 2024).
Given the sensitivity of issues relating to gender, equality and organisational culture, interviews will be conducted respectfully and inclusively. Participants will be reminded that they may decline to answer questions or withdraw at any stage. Researcher reflexivity will be maintained throughout the study to minimise bias. Specific reflexivity practices will include keeping a reflective research journal to document assumptions, thoughts and decisions during data collection and analysis. Periodic peer debriefing with academic colleagues will also be employed to discuss emerging interpretations and challenge potential biases, ensuring a transparent and balanced approach throughout the research process.
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The study presents minimal risk however, several factors may affect project delivery. Recruiting women leaders may be challenging due to their relatively small representation within MAWWFRS. This risk will be mitigated through purposive and snowball sampling.
A low questionnaire response rate may also occur and will be addressed through reminder communications and concise survey design. Discussions relating to gender and organisational culture may cause discomfort for some participants, therefore participation will remain voluntary and withdrawal rights will be emphasised. Data security risks will be addressed through secure storage procedures and GDPR compliance (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).
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Several limitations should be acknowledged. This study focuses on a single organisation, limiting the generalisability of findings beyond MAWWFRS. The small sample size may not reflect all employee experiences, and self-selection bias could affect participation. Qualitative analysis inherently involves the researcher's interpretation.
To mitigate these issues, findings will be cautiously interpreted and compared with existing research from other UK Fire and Rescue Services, where relevant. Recommendations will be tailored to MAWWFRS's context, ensuring transparency about these limitations throughout the study (Braun & Clarke, 2022).
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The study will be completed over sixteen weeks. Week 1 will focus on topic confirmation and proposal development. The literature review will be conducted during Weeks 2–4, followed by the development of the research design in Week 5. Ethical approval will be sought during Week 6. 
Questionnaire design and pilot testing will take place in Week 7. Data collection will be carried out between Weeks 8 and 11, with questionnaires distributed during Weeks 8–9 and semi-structured interviews conducted during Weeks 10–11. Documentary analysis will run concurrently with the primary data collection process. 
Data analysis will be completed during Weeks 12–13. The findings and discussion chapter will be developed in Week 14, followed by conclusions and recommendations in Week 15. The final report will be compiled and submitted in Week 16. 
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