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1. Organisation Overview
Mid and West Wales Fire and Rescue Service (MAWWFRS or ‘the Service’) is one of three fire and rescue services in Wales. It covers the largest geographical area – it is the third largest Service in the UK by area (MAWWFRS, no date a, p.4) – and covers a mix of rural, urban and coastal geography. Wholetime operational firefighters provide emergency response primarily in more urban locations and work in more office-based roles in other departments covering People Development, Training Delivery, Organisational Risk and Community Safety. In more rural locations emergency response is covered by on call operational firefighters, often with primary employment elsewhere, but paid a retaining fee to be available to turn out in emergencies. Support staff provide back-office functions such as Human Resources, Finance, Estates management and ICT. Support staff are also present service wide to provide other various administrative support for the smooth functioning of the operational teams. Support staff and operational firefighters are employed on different terms and conditions with different pay structures and working arrangements. The geography of the Service means that staff are spread across the Service area, and the contrasting demographics in different areas means that there are different challenges in different locations.
  
2. Introduction 
Organisational culture, according to Tipuric (2022, p.186), “encompasses a complex set of institutions, values, perceptions, learned thinking patterns, opinions, behaviours, and practices that form the life of a group of people”. It develops as a complex phenomenon emerging in the organisations his, unique to the individual circumstances of a given organisation, a product of its’; particular history (Tipuric, 2022; Ghinea and Bratianu, 2012, p.259). It is very difficult to appreciate the nature of the culture one is embedded within, or to see the world other than through the perspective occasioned through their cultural belonging (Tipuric, 2022, p.188). The CIPD (2022, p.2) recognises organisational culture in the collective interactions that are informed and shaped by “shared attitudes, norms and values, as well as structure and lines of communication”. 
These definitions show organisational culture as a concept that is intrinsic to the very identity of an organisation, those embedded in it, and how they relate to each other. With that understanding, the extent to which organisational culture can be isolated, defined and measured or changed is uncertain (CIPD 2022, p.16), and the need to understand it is significant. While, according to Brooks (2018, p.294), empirical links between organisational culture and performance are not well demonstrated in available research, the understanding of the potential for culture to undermine organisational strategy is captured through popular recognition of the phrase from Drucker that “culture eats strategy for breakfast” (Brooks, 2018, p. 296; CIPD, no date). With culture, by its’ cohesive nature, a force for replicating and reinforcing social norms and expectations, it can become a barrier to change (Tipuric, 2022, p.189; Schein, 2010, pp.1-16). Literature suggests that the power of culture is harnessed when it is in alignment with organisational strategy (Wokurka et al., 2017, p. 110; Schein, 2010, p. 7; Kennedy, 1999).
With recent national revelations about culture within different fire services across the UK (His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire and Rescue Services, 2023), a critical understanding of organisational culture couldn’t be more essential, in particular as a potential barrier to organisational change. To date, MAWWFRS has not undergone a comprehensive independent culture review, as some other services have (South Wales Fire and Rescue Service 2023; Afzal, 2022), however, the current scrutiny upon fire service culture is not something that MAWWFRS can avoid (‘South Wales Fire and Rescue Service Statement’, 2024). Also, given the structural similarities and shared history of the different fire services nationwide (Archer, 1999), both of which are significant for organisational culture (Schein 2016, chapter 1; Tipuric, 2022 p.73), there is a likelihood that some of the issues identified elsewhere (Personnel Today, 2023; ITV, 2024) also exist within MAWWFRS. As such, there are likely to be some barriers for the Service as a provider of ‘Good Work’, as defined by the CIPD, contributing to a healthy, productive workplace, for the benefit of both individuals, society and the economy (CIPD, 2023).

3. Main Findings
3.1	 A critical analysis of the organisational culture of MAWWFRS, and the extent to which the organisation provides ‘good work’.
	When looking at the Service through the lens of Schein’s representation of organisational culture (Schein 2016, p.18, Figure 2.1) there are clearly very overt cultural signifiers at the superficial level of artefacts. A strongly hierarchical structure, with emblems of status present in the uniforms of operational staff; the distinction between ‘white shirts’ and ‘blue shirts’ is referenced in organisational language as a tangible and acknowledged divide between staff and management in the operational world. This cultural pattern is embedded through the language of conduct and address that is taught to new recruits on arrival in the Service. Organisational language more generally is highly technical and studded with acronyms, the understanding of which denotes organisational knowledge and belonging.
Schein refers to organisation ‘rituals’ as an observable expression of culture (2016, p.4); and designates shared learning as crucial for cultural formation (2016, p.6). Consideration of the employee life cycle from the perspective of an operational member of staff, organisational rituals and rites of passage exist in abundance. Firefighters are recruited in cohorts, so shared experiences start from day one, and the recruits course is an experience shared both between the members of each group and with all previous operational recruits. Pass out parade, marking successful completion of recruits’ course is the ritualised recognition of the formal part of the socialization into the organisation. The operational promotion pathway is set out with formal development routes, and assessments carried out internally within the Service, supported by the People Development Department. Progression through the ranks might be perceived as a rite of passage, conferring status on to an individual as they progress up the organisational hierarchy.  
For support staff, formal rituals are far less apparent. Inductions are driven by individual line managers, making form and content somewhat variable, and the shared learning experience minimal. Education and training into their professional roles is, to a greater or lesser extent, established prior to their joining the organisation. Further development and progression may be managed internally, but formal qualifications must also be obtained externally, and so is not visible within the Service. 
This comparison shows a marked focus on the establishment of strong and cohesive culture within the operational side of the organisation, but far less consideration for the establishment of a coherent culture that encompasses the entire workforce. 
This perspective is held up by the findings of the 2023 Culture Survey. The survey can be used with reference to the CIPD Good Work Index to help understand the extent to which the service culture supports the provision of ‘good work’ in the areas covered. The 2023 MAWWFRS Cultural Audit questioned employees in the areas of:
· Equality in the Workplace
· Professional Standards
· Managing Equality
· Work-Life Balance
· Personal Development
· Organisational Growth
In relation to personal development (Opinion Research Services, 2023, pp.64–76), the findings suggest that the Service does provide opportunities for development of skills and promotion. Closer reading of the subgroup analyses of responses however, shows that in both development of skills and promotion opportunities, there are significant levels of discontent, and these are disproportionately found in cohorts of support staff and female staff.  
Questions around promotion are framed differently for operational and support staff. The question reported on in relation to support staff was to a far greater extent hypothetical: “If a progression position were available to you, would you be interested in applying for it?” (Opinion Research Services, 2023, p.71). The comparable question reported on for operational staff was: “To what extent do you agree or disagree that everyone is given equal access to promotion opportunities?” (Opinion Research Services 2023, p.68). The question refers to “everyone”, but is only directed at operational employees, indicating of the exclusivity of operational staff within the organisational cultural framework. 
 The MAWWFRS Survey shows a consistent outcome for managers treating staff fairly and with respect, in terms of both individual experience, and perception of treatment of others. Reponses are across the board around 85% positive (Opinion Research Services, 2023, p.36). This mostly positive perception comes with the caveat that it must be considered what the acceptable level of ambivalent or negative perception should be in these areas. Also, once again the subgroup analysis shows the skewed nature of the positive responses in favour of operational and male employees (Opinion Research Services, 2023, pp.36-38), although less markedly than in the area of personal development and promotion.
On the matter of work – life balance, the Service survey results (Opinion Research Services, 2023, pp.53-54) on average echo that of the CIPD Good Work Index Wales (p.11). The sub-group analysis shows that lower levels of support staff report the best work-life balance, and senior support staff reporting the worst experience in relation to work life balance (with the exception of those classified as “other”, which I have excluded due to the unknown nature of their circumstances of employment). It is difficult to read too much into this due to different contracts of employment and pay structures between operational and support staff, meaning that there will be different levels of expectation for what is a reasonable work life balance. However, the dip in experience for more senior support staff is perhaps indicative that they are disproportionately affected by structural imbalance. It also has the potential to represent another barrier to support staff progression, if the perception is that work-life balance is less attainable at higher levels of the organisation (Opinion Research Services, 2023, p.72). 
All of these findings show that in many area the Service does perform well in the provision of good work. There is a strong commitment to learning and development in particular. However, there are undoubtedly some employee experiences that go against the expectations for ‘good work’, and in multiple areas, the positive responses are significantly in favour of operational and male staff. 
This aligns to my cultural analysis that finds that the value of support staff roles are demonstrably expressed as extrinsic to the identity and purpose of MAWWFRS, and the integration of support staff into the organisational culture is markedly subsidiary. With reference to Schein’s model of organisational culture, I would argue that these observable differences both indicate and enable some basic underlying assumptions. The professional value of support staff is not visible through comparable rituals and shared experiences fostered for operational staff, and is therefore neither understood, nor appreciated at a cultural level service-wide. 
This perception has been identified in other fire and rescue services (Woodfield, 2016); a non-operational female research subject is quoted as saying “I was very established in my profession and held a senior post … when I came here … no one really listened to anything I said, or thought that I knew anything”. Operational females in the study placed value on their progression up the hierarchy, with the perception that being brought in to the service at a senior level, is somehow not as meritorious. Achievement appears valid only as it exists within the closed confines of the service culture, which for support staff is not enabled, thus ensuring stagnation and attrition. The structure of the executive leadership team within MAWWFRS which is 78% operational staff, and, incidentally, 89% male is a further visible limitation on the progression of support staff, and ensures that their professional expertise is necessarily filtered through an almost exclusively operational perspective for organisational decision making. It also ensures that the perceptual set of the decision-making team remains narrow and lacking in diversity. Mullins (2019, p.213) gives some of the factors that contribute to a person’s perceptual set, including learning, ability, training, interests and past experiences. With an executive leadership team of white males all at a comparable stage in their lives and careers, and all operational firefighters who have progressed to seniority within a single organisation, with similar training, abilities, interests and past experiences, perception is inevitably moulded a particularly homogenous way. 
These expressions of culture help to illustrate a potential disconnect between the underlying assumptions of the organisation, and the espoused beliefs and values – Schein’s middle layer for understanding organisational culture. Strategic documents refer to the organisation’s commitment to a positive employee experience, and the need for a diverse workforce (MAWWFRS, no date b). 
A more positive organisational culture would allow the organisation to deliver the benefits it espouses in its’ rhetoric around increasing diversity (MAWWFRS, no date b), and meet the social responsibility for contributing to greater equality in society. Increased inclusion at senior levels of the organisation, demonstrating a greater range of expertise and voices in decision making roles might also enable greater adaptability in an increasingly complex world (CIPD, 2019, pp.4-5). It would also enable greater progression options for support staff, helping to retain talent, and leading to a more stable organisational culture that encompasses the whole organisation as an integrated unit working towards the same objectives. 
3.2 	An analysis of the strategic approach of MAWWFRS in its’ approach to ensuring good work. 
The Service’s website has a number of strategy documents available for public perusal (MAWWFRS, no date c), however the latest document is the Community Risk Management Plan (CRMP) 2040 (MAWWFRS, no date a) which is currently available to read in draft form. It is to this document I will refer to, as the most forward looking of the strategic plans.
The CRMP outlines eight improvement and wellbeing objectives, the first of these being: “We will evolve our organisational culture to ensure we operate within the standards expected of a modern-day Fire and Rescue Service”. As the objective that relates directly to organisational culture, I will focus on this one. 
Mintzberg (2020, Chapter 1) sets out definitions of organisational strategy, asserting that there are varied definitions required to understand business strategy (Mintzberg, 2020, p.9), but showing that it might be understood as the method for navigating a route to success through a particular business market. This means defining what success looks like and understanding or establishing your position within that market in comparison to your competitors. While MAWWFRS is not operating within a commercial market, the function of strategy remains the same, and therefore the strategy should provide direction for the organisation as to how we intend to position ourselves in order that the goal can be met successfully. I suggest that the goal set out in the first improvement and wellbeing objective does not do this.
 While it refers to the desire for the culture to evolve, there is no suggestion of what kind of evolution would generate the desired advantage for progress. As a plan for the organisation to follow, it sets out that we need to change, but not in which direction.  The second part of the objective gives a little more, but it is not clearly defined what standards are expected of “a modern-day Fire and Rescue Service” (and by whom). It speaks to an assumption that such standards are self-evident but in terms of strategic positioning, such assumptions provide no clear vision for the organisation to get behind. Are we, for example, going for an evolution of culture focused on the enforcement of strict discipline procedures to drive up standards; or are we seeking to evolve into a more compassionate organisation where openness is enabled so that standards can be managed through more effective communication and empowerment of employees to perform at their best? 
 The six actions provided under this strategic goal do not add any clarity to the manner in which it should be pursued. These tasks also don’t acknowledge the fact that culture is a phenomenon that encompasses all individuals within the organisation. All six actions are things that will be done to employees, rather than things that employees can have active control over. They may be positive changes for the organisation – a wellbeing strategy may bring benefits for individuals – but it does not give them autonomy to contribute to any cultural change. Paley (2019, p.8) highlights the power of bringing employees along with leaders for the effective realisation of organisational strategy. He goes on to say that “in a structured, top-down, command-and-control environment, freedom of expression is often stifled, and people’s minds become rigid, regimented and unresponsive” (Paley, 2019, p.8). Given the historical culture of the fire service, and its lasting identity as a disciplined service, as well as some of the outcomes of the cultural audit which showed that individuals did not feel free to express themselves, I would suggest that these outlined under the improvement and wellbeing objective do not suggest a strategic move away from this legacy culture, in spite of the suggested desire to evolve the culture somehow.

4. Conclusion
The cultural analysis carried out on MAWWFRS has found some considerable strengths within the organisational culture, which should be valued (Schein, 2016, p.126). Strong and self-conscious mechanisms are in place to create a unified and cohesive workforce through the means of culture establishment described by Schein (2016, Chapter 1). However, it is quite plain that this culture extends only to operational staff, and this presents a number of problems for an organisation that is trying to adapt to twenty first century expectations, both in service delivery and as a public sector employer. 
As noted in the introduction, one of the most significant findings in relation to the role and impact of organisational culture, is where it is in alignment with organisational strategy. Further work may be required to align the will to modernise and diversify to the cultural experience within the existing workforce, in order to push ahead these objectives, rather than simply hoping that greater diversity will come in through external recruitment, and that culture change in the desired areas will happen incidentally. 
The academic literature acknowledges that ensuring that cultural change is “a very demanding, hard and uncertain task for strategic leaders” (Tipuric 2022 p.189). The extent to which culture is entwined in the identity of both the organisation, and the individuals within it, will determine the size of the challenge of breaking down that culture where necessary. It may also provide some reassurance to current leaders, that blame for poor culture cannot be placed on individuals, given that, as individuals promoted into leadership from within the existing culture (or transferred in from a similarly structured service), they could not avoid being a product of that culture. That said, in response to current scrutiny, responsibility for change moving forward, with the humility to listen to those with a different perspective, is the undertaking now required from incumbent Service leadership.    

5. Recommendations
5.1	Communication  
Regardless of what changes are proposed to deliver on goals for organisational culture, without communication that is two-way, and recognises and is responsive to the contribution of all employees, in order that they might feel part of organisational change, strategies and plans become meaningless (Singh, 2022; McHugh et al., 2003). I recommend a coherent strategy for two-way communication be established, utilising a variety of methods to recognise different preferences, and with a clear mechanism for upward communication, as well as top-down information sharing. In terms of costing for this, the Service has a talented communications department, that already disseminate messages in a variety of ways across the Service, so evidently the expertise and infrastructure for effective communication already exists. Therefore, the cost would lie in the re-prioritising of other work within the Corporate Communications department, and with Service leadership to enable time to be devoted to developing and implementing this recommendation. This cost might be set again a saving found through improved delivery of Service messages, ensuring better engagement, better feelings of involvement and better working towards organisational goals Service wide.
5.2 	Restructure 
To refocus HR, People Development and Training delivery into a unit that is focused on the needs of the whole organisation, not just that of operational needs, creating an opportunity to review the organisational structure and allow additional support staff expertise to be integrated at a senior level. The reimagined directorate would work collaboratively on training needs analysis for both operational and support staff, personal development and succession planning, reducing silo working in these areas. I recommend the introduction of a two additional senior leadership posts to be designated for support staff: A Director of Organisational Development, People and Culture, and a Corporate Head of People, Development and Culture. These positions would take on responsibility for HR, People Development and Training Delivery to focus on the integration of these functions as a holistic package for all employees, working to break down the support staff / operational divide. 
	Additional 
Resource
	Cost
	Benefit

	Director of 
Organisational 
Development, 
People 
and Culture 
	Circa 
£200,000
	Opportunity to introduce additional non-operational 
skills and experience into the executive leadership team
 in order to focus on the establishment of a holistic 
organisational culture and provide alternative perspectives 
for the healthy evolution of organisational culture.

	Corporate Head 
of People
and Culture
	Circa
£150,000
	Opportunity to introduce additional non-operational 
skills and experience into the executive leadership team
 in order to focus on the establishment of a holistic 
organisational culture and provide alternative perspectives 
for the healthy evolution of organisational culture.

	Learning and 
Development 
Coordinator
	£36,648 
plus on costs
	To provide additional capacity for the integration of support 
staff development plans and progression pathways into the
People Development Department remit.

	Temporary 
Administration 
Support
	£26,421 
plus on costs
	Additional support to recognise additional work involved in 
the introduction of new ways of working, and integration of 
additional staff to be supported by the People 
Development Department.


The cost of this recommendation will be considerable. Accurate costs for the two senior roles are difficult to ascertain due to these posts being outside the published support staff salary scales. Additional cost is recognised in the disruption caused by any restructure, with time required to introduce the change, and consult where necessary. 
Benefits of this change are anticipated to be considerable, for supporting both a shift in culture that recognises both the professional contribution or support staff, and enables greater perspectives within the Executive leadership team to enable more balanced decision making in other areas as well. It will also provide additional role modelling for support staff as valued members of the executive leadership team and break down the depiction of leadership as uniformed. Changes in reporting lines would also disrupt stagnation in existing structures, with the integration and refocusing of the three departments changing the entrenched perceptions of role and purpose within the organisation. 
5.3	Integrate Training Packages 
Redesign inductions integrating both operational and support staff into the same process. Create non-operational skills training packages, creating more opportunities to both improve the quality and quantity of training available for non-operational competencies, including line manager skills and leadership, and for operational and support staff to have shared learning experiences; sharing knowledge and skills, as well as breaking down the exclusivity of uniform culture and creating a single organisational culture that recognises the skills and contribution of support staff, from the very commencement of employment.
	Additional 
Resource
	Cost
	Benefit

	Time required for 
collaborative 
working between HR 
and Learning and 
Development 
Coordinators 
to develop fit for purpose 
induction 
and further training 
packages 
	Short 
Term cost 
involving HR
 managers and 
officers, and 
L&D Officers 
for long term 
gain overall.

	Improved training packages should 
reduce ER issues, improve employee 
engagement and reduce sickness 
absence reducing labour intensive case
work, and improve productivity 
service-wide.

	Time required for staff to 
attend additional training
courses
	Additional training 
availability will incur a 
cost as staff take 
time away from 
day-to-day roles to 
attend. 

Front line operational 
staff will also have 
to have their roles 
covered in their 
absence.
	Improved training packages should 
reduce ER issues, improve employee 
engagement and reduce sickness 
absence reducing labour intensive case
work, and improve productivity 
service-wide.
Operational staff will be more exposed to 
a more diverse range of colleagues and 
benefit from sharing skills and 
knowledge. Both Support staff and 
operational staff will have increased 
opportunities to share 
learning experiences for the establishment 
of new cultural experiences, to help 
re-shape the culture of the organisation 
(Schein 2017, chapter 1).
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