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1. Executive Summary
This report is being written to present the Mid and West Wales Fire and Rescue Service (MAWWFRS, or the Service) executive leadership team with a broad analysis of the learning environment sustained within the Service. It provides a perspective that the prevailing learning culture, with its’ appreciable emphasis on operational learning has inhibited a fully comprehensive strategic perspective creating siloed departments that restricts the effective exchange of knowledge and expertise, limiting effective use of service resources and inhibiting the professional development of staff, with consequences for organisational performance.

2. Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk190695297][bookmark: _Hlk190695368]It is essential to note that the barriers to learning and development are likely to be different in different parts of the organisation, because the supreme priority of firefighter safety is the paramount influential factor for learning and development (Welsh Government, 2022a p. 2, para. 3), and non-operational development needs must remain secondary to this. The 2022 Welsh Government Thematic Review of Operational Training explores the training and development of frontline fire crews within Welsh Fire and Rescue Services (Welsh Government, 2022) in great depth. This report will consider the organisational learning environment more generally, with consideration of personal and career development, and organisational progress within the current socio-cultural context. 
 
Learning and development is visibly important in the fire service environment generally (National Fire Chiefs Council, no date a), and MAWWFRS specifically, with operational learning key to the ongoing safety of firefighting staff and the general public. In many ways the internal influences upon the learning environment are positive. Firefighters are appointed at entry level and trained in-house and there is an almost exclusively internal talent pipeline for future leadership. Consequently, learning and development is an integral and prioritised part of operational and by extension, organisational, culture. 
 
The learning environment in any organisation is shaped by the wider circumstances affecting the organisation and its' people (Stewart and Cureton 2014, p. 37).  As a public service provider, MAWWFRS' remit as an emergency service is determined by external stakeholders, and its’ operational operating procedures are also developed by an external body (National Fire Chiefs Council, no date b).
 
Changing risk profiles within society and our environment contribute to an evolving fire and rescue service. With reduced incidence of fire, service callouts now include road traffic collisions, hazardous material incidents, animal rescue and flooding incidents.  In 2020 the Welsh Government identified areas in which both response and prevention activities might be further expanded (Welsh Government, 2021), suggesting greater medical response to support the NHS and ambulance service. Climate change is also increasing extreme weather events, flooding and wildfires (Fire Brigades Union, 2010; Hesler, 2023). Increasing complexity of the role is paired with growing scientific knowledge around the risks encountered, and the increasing sophistication of available tools (Hesler, 2023; Welsh Government, 2022). 

All of these external factors create a rapidly evolving role that training and development activity must accommodate.   

On top of the changing operational environment, MAWWFRS, as other public services, is also currently experiencing considerable challenge through external scrutiny of organisational culture. Shifting societal expectations have brought out-dated attitudes to the attention of the media and the Welsh Government (Welsh Parliament Equality and Social Justice Committee 2024, p.20). The 2025 external culture review has highlighted failings in the organisational approach to learning and development (Kincaid et al., 2025, p. 17; p.38; p.49;). Legislation is already an influential factor on learning requirements in relation to domestic violence (Welsh Government, 2017), the updated Worker Protection Act 2023 demanding meaningful work to prevent bullying and harassment in the workplace (ACAS, 2024) is now especially salient in the light of current focus on organisational cultural shortcomings.  

Alongside the specific fire and rescue service context, more general external factors will also be having an impact, such as the unfavourable economic outlook for public services (Audit Wales, 2024); labour market trends, and future skills requirements. New technology, and digitisation has already had some impact on how training is delivered in the organisation, and continuing technology developments will continue to impact both what staff learn and how such learning can be delivered (CIPD 2021; Hediger et al., 2019).

The analysis above above reveals a complex and sensitive environment for learning and development professionals to grapple with, which perhaps makes the lack of a strategic approach surprising.  Fitch (2023) explores four major barriers to a strong learning and development culture, and the following analysis explores how the absence of coherent and well communicated learning and development strategy impacts all these areas.  

3. Main Findings
3.1. Analysis of Organisational Strategy in relation to Learning and Development
Campbell (2025) suggests that the route to training that is valuable and effects behaviour change is through relevance and repetition, with supportive systems in place. Firefighters begin their learning journey on day one in the service. They are taught as a team and learn through repeated drills. Such operational learning takes in all levels of Crossan et al.'s organisational learning framework, embedding the attainment of individual knowledge into institutional practices with competency systems that are written into terms and conditions of employment, and linked to rates of pay (Stewart and Cureton, 2014, p. 27; Crossan et al, 1999, p. 525).
 
Relevance of training activity could not be more assured, with the personal safety risks and the responsibility for the safety of others of the firefighter role. Hannah Blythyn (Welsh Government, 2022), succinctly describes the learning context of the firefighter role with the "need to acquire, develop and sustain a wide range of skills covering numerous processes, tactics, pieces of equipment and approaches to decision-making". Given the safety imperative, it is not an ‘enabling’ learning culture that is supportive of individual experimentation or innovation (Shackleton-Jones, 2019, pp. 186-9).  

Given the intrinsic place of learning within the operational experience, perhaps it is not so surprising that there is no learning and development strategy; developments in operational practice are integrated into existing learning mechanisms by the National Fire Chiefs Council (NFCC) on a national basis (Hill et al. 2023), and progression pathways for operational firefighters are well structured and facilitated through the necessity of ensuring a steady pipeline of operational leaders. 

Focus on leadership is evident. Middle managers are actively moved between varied roles to broaden their exposure to all elements of the organisation. Leadership training is an established part of organisational development, delivered in partnership with external providers. The NFCC leadership framework (NFCC, no date c) is readily used as guidance for expected behaviours at all levels and the Coaching and Mentoring strategy (MAWWFRS, 2024 a) developed in line with the NFCC leadership framework shows continuing focus on this area. 

The heavy focus of resources in the areas of operational learning and leadership, however, exposes a gap that is felt strongly in the day-to-day navigation of line management challenges (Kincaid et al., 2025, p. 50-51). More than that, there is also evidence that operational leadership development is, perhaps unthinkingly, prioritised over the effective operation of the organisation (Kincaid et al., 2025, p.44; p. 66) as operational managers are moved around the organisation without specific and relevant skills, as they progress through the promotion cycles.  Continuity challenges and increased pressure on others caused by this practice have been highlighted (Opinion Research Services, 2023, Paragraph 3.19, p. 19). 

The support staff experience of learning and development within the Service is also affected by the de-prioritisation of non-operational skills. Development pathways are the acknowledged link between individual job roles and “the strategic vision of the Service” (MAWWFRS 2023, p. 4) in the manner of an effective learning and development strategy (CIPD, 2024; Brassey et al., 2019), however support staff pathways are not routinely updated, or made available to staff. Failings in this are acknowledged in the Culture Audit Action plan, where commitment is made to review support staff pathways (MAWWFRS, no date a, p.14).

In the Community Risk Management Plan 2040 (MAWWFRS, no date b, p.20), the commitment to: "introduce new training opportunities for staff that wish to progress", identified under the strategic aim of improving organisational culture, continues to frame development as an individual endeavour linked to progression and staff satisfaction. This appears not to appreciate learning and development as a strategic essential to keep the organisation current and able to progress effectively towards its' goals through greater innovation and productivity (CIPD 2024; Cassidy 2020; Maden, 2011). It suggests that on-going learning is not essential for those who do not want to progress. This tells us a great deal about the learning culture of the organisation. Shackleton-Jones (2019, p. 191) explains that it is culture that determines what is important within a group of people, and what is important to a person will determine what they learn. The focus on learning within MAWWFRS is a focus on progression, hierarchy and status (Kincaid et al., 2025, p.44). The absence of structure for non-operational staff learning may be a cultural consequence of the limited availability of support staff progression (Kincaid et al., 2025, p. 51), as the culturally driven motivation for learning is largely absent, with the potential consequence of demotivated or disengaged support staff (Clemo, 2025).

3.2 Line manager support 
 
While the organisational culture may support staff development in principle, without a learning and development strategy, or up to date development pathways, as discussed above, the specific proficiencies needed to drive the organisation forward are not defined. Priorities are therefore determined by individual managers or the wishes of individual employees, potentially creating inconsistent approaches to skill acquisition in the organisation. 
 
There is a clear imbalance between operational and support staff - both systemically and in peoples reported experience (Opinion Research Services, 2023, p. 66-67). However, largely, the workforce does feel that they, as individuals, have had fair access to training (Opinion Research Services, 2023, p. 65), which is perhaps indicative of supportive line managers, even where structural unfairness is perceived. The lack of any systematic process for ensuring learning and development also means however, that there is no objective measurement across the organisation of how effectively training and development is being utilised by line managers towards organisational goals.




3.3 Limited time 
 
Time is allocated for frontline operational personnel to pursue training and learning activities within their shift patterns. However, it is acknowledged that training demands of the role have increased considerably over the years (Welsh Government 2022a, p. 19, para. 97). The conclusion of the Welsh Government thematic review is that there is not enough time allocated for required training for the maintenance of competence (Welsh Government 2022, p. 5). 
 
With the amount of training to ensure day-to-day competence so considerable, additional requirements to attain progression cannot easily be accounted for. Any non-operational training must place an additional burden on operational staff. 
 
There is no procedural mechanism to ensure that support staff have time allocated to training in the way that operational stuff must. Where additional training courses are undertaken, these must be accommodated around normal duties, causing additional pressure on individuals. 
 
A lack of time for training was identified in the 2023 culture audit (Opinion Research Services, 2023 p. 67). 

Non-operational training is repeatedly seen universally mandated as a reaction to events, rather than identified for individuals through on-going systematic training needs analysis. In 2020 mandatory health and safety training was rolled out for all staff (MAWWFRS, 2020 Kincaid et al., 2025 p. 38). In 2024, following the introduction of the 'Speak up' confidential reporting line, 'Active Bystander' training was mandated for all employees. Leadership training was integrated into operational promotional pathways in November 2023 (MAWWFRS, no date a, p. 13), after culture concerns had begun to emerge. 
 
The pressure of universal, mandatory courses sends a negative message suggesting that training is there as a quick fix when problems have come up (Cassidy, 2020 5:40). It also doesn't address the additional time pressure on the organisation to accommodate these additional training opportunities that are being newly or urgently prioritised.
 
3.4 Resources 

In terms of physical learning resources, the Service has dedicated training facilities across the service area for the training of operational skills and a Training Delivery department with operational instructors to facilitate operational learning. In addition to that, the People Development Department is made up of an operational head and deputy head of department, seven operational middle managers, one support staff at officer level, and three more junior support staff with administrative roles (Fairhurst, 2025). While this demonstrates a significant level of personnel resource devoted to Learning and Development, the operational focus is clear.  

The high proportion of operational personnel exposes the People Development department to a high level of insecurity. In the last five years, there have been three different heads and deputy heads of department, as well as changes across all seven middle managers. With a single point of continuity at support staff officer level, there is grounds to question the learning and development credentials of the department. 

The Training Delivery and People Development departments sit within the Response Directorate, rather than the more usual placement alongside or within HR or people services. This siloed structure may contribute to a lack of integration of learning and development objectives with the employee lifecycle, disproportionately affecting non-operational staff. The disconnect between People Development and HR results in a failure to pool knowledge and resources with the People Development department lacking expertise in non-operational management practices (Kincaid et al., 2025, p. 50-51), and HR without the skills and resources to adequately deliver such training across the organisation. 

Brassey et al. (2019) place "Co-ownership" between Learning and Development teams and other areas of the organisation as an essential part of a successful learning and development strategy. Alignment to business goals requires the buy in of stakeholders across all departments (CIPD, 2024). Given the operational bias of expertise within the department, it seems no surprise that support staff development pathways are not routinely updated.
 
"Poor IT, outdated processes and inadequate learning resources" were identified in the 2023 Culture audit Survey as things people liked least about their jobs (Opinion Research Services, 2023, p. 87). Within HR the development of the people management system has been progressing since 2020, with a new employee facing portal, and management tools for line managers. However, with no associated learning resources for managers, or HR staff facilitating the system, the potential of the platform is un-recognised even within the HR department, and the introduction of new features across the organisation without staff training has consequences for the reputation of HR withing the organisation.
 
Through the People Development department, operational staff have access to a course management system. Dashboards are available for a visual display of 'risk critical skills' compliance. Support staff, on the other hand do not have access to training records, or the course management system, booking onto courses via email. Stewart and Cureton (2014) found that ICT systems in small and medium sized organisations was largely focused on improving communication between learning and development facilitators and employees, however, support staff in MAWWFRS do not yet have access to these benefits. 

Hill et al. (2023) highlights the complexity of the firefighter role in comparison to other emergency services. Although MAWWFRS learning and development resources are found in this report to favour operational staff, an external review of Welsh Services (Welsh Government, 2022) found "several serious weaknesses in how training is currently planned, managed and delivered", demonstrating that the current approach may not even satisfy the existing needs of operational staff, notwithstanding further evolution of the role (Hill et al.,2023), or a wider remit than the very essentials of firefighter competence. Hill et al. also notes the conflict inherent in the demand that Fire Services reduce spending, while expanding and improving their capabilities. 

The current economic outlook does not offer much hope for generous additional budgets, so the forecast of Jacobs (2025) for "a budget conscious approach" to learning and development rings true for the Service. Jacobs proposes greater emphasis on high impact and performance culture, optimising the learning and development offering, to offset tight financial conditions. The patchy distribution of resources identified above provides ample opportunity for the Service to work smarter with existing expertise for improved outcomes.

3.5 Resistance to new processes and change

CIPD research suggest that organisational agility is one of the defining features of a learning culture (Cassidy 2020, 5:19). Maden (2011) describes a number of characteristics of public sector organisations that make change towards becoming learning organisations difficult, including the complexity of stakeholders requiring systemic change before individual changes can be made; a culture of burdensome bureaucracy which is threatened by the rapid transformation offered by organisational learning. Maden also suggests that hierarchy and bureaucracy also discourage individuals to deviate from existing systems. 

These findings resonate with the findings of the 2023 culture audit, where concern was expressed for the way change is managed in the Service (Opinion Research Services, 2023 p.20) on an organisational level, as well as on an individual level where resistance to change among some employees also noted as a reason for individuals not enjoying their jobs (Opinion Research Services, 2023 p. 87). Given the findings of Maden, which suggest that such characteristics are common among public sector workers, it is probable that individual resistance to change is also a product of organisational culture, rather than a fault of individuals.
 

4. Conclusion
Strong learning practices exist within operational side of the organisation, borne out of necessity to ensure safety, rather than for the intrinsic recognition of the organisational value of learning and development.  Consequently, there is a lack of strategic focus. Learning and development resources are to a considerable extent exclusive to the operational team members, stifling support staff contribution and inhibiting the potential for the organisation to truly progress. 
  
Through following the trail through the various MAWWFRS documents around appraisals, it is apparent that there is some historical intention of strategic alignment of personal development with organisational goals, however the failure in execution demonstrates the value that an explicit, transparent and up to date learning and development strategy might have in holding the service to account and ensuring that strategic ideas are communicated and understood universally.

The CIPD defines the role of a learning and development strategy "to ensure a sustainable, successful organisation" (CIPD, 2024). The current considerable challenges the Service is facing, in the shape of the external culture review, and challenges within operational delivery indicated by such reports as the 2022 thematic review of training (Welsh Government, 2022a), suggest that the Service is currently not operating in a sustainable way on multiple fronts. There is a considerable imbalance in the way resources are allocated across the organisation, with a structure that ensures that relevant knowledge and expertise cannot be shared easily to support the learning and development of the whole workforce as an integrated part of the employee lifecycle. It is possible in fact, that the learning and development of operational individuals is prioritised through the regular movement of operational managers at the detriment of others and at the detriment of organisational performance, and organisational culture.

While budgets are tight, there is clear grounds for the view that the fire Service has scope to make limited resources work better with a more strategic and collaborative approach.


5. Recommendations

These recommendations are in the first instance suggested in order to provide a more level playing field for all members of MAWWFRS, to recognise and acknowledge the value and contribution of all employees and the need for ongoing learning and development in all parts of the organisation.  The final recommendation is presented to acknowledge and celebrate the human experiences behind the structural reality of the Service culture.

5.1 Standardise learning and development infrastructure so that operational and support staff have the same access to supportive IT systems and resources. Utilise IT systems to provide key data to support strategic decision making for learning and development objectives.

5.2 Support collaboration between HR and the People Development department so that learning and development is more closely integrated with the employee experience from attraction through onboarding and probation and beyond. This recommendation is also anticipated to ensure that organisational knowledge can be better shared between those who need it, and reducing duplication in record keeping in some instances, and improving availability of relevant information in others.

5.3 Support continuity and introduce more dedicated learning and development expertise into the organisation at a strategic level by changing the balance of the department from almost entirely operational to introduce dedicated learning and development expertise to key positions, including the head of department role for strategic leadership.

5.4 Recognise and promote the existing organisational strengths in learning and development, through recognising and celebrating employee L&D journeys.  Recognising the advantages granted through operational opportunities and the value of contributions from others in the Service - Podcast "Putting out the Ladders".

This recommendation recognises the need for effective learning to prompt an emotional response in the learner based on the affective context model, connecting with issues that they care about (Shackleton-Jones 2019). Promotion and progression have been found in this report to be something that is culturally important within the fire service, so this podcast takes the different experiences of that culture, to be shared for others to learn from it. Current culture issues also suggest that the mainstream organisational culture is not adequately inclusive, so alternative views offer learning to those who have been successful in the existing hierarchy.  

This Podcast offers a different kind of learning to the necessary retention of operational procedure and offers an avenue for sharing a more collaborative community, where one person’s experience can help another, rather than competitive silos, where all are striving to progress up the pyramid of the hierarchy, without regard for success on any other terms. Lancaster (2020) highlights the value of social learning above other forms, and the podcast can contribute to the cultivation of a successful social community (Lancaster 2020, chapter 06) alongside other mechanisms such as the coaching and mentoring strategy. 

5.5 Costings

	Recommendation
	Description
	Cost
	Benefits

	5.1 - Learning and 
development
ICT resources for 
support staff
	Introduce ‘Workforce Pro’ – 
the sister system to PDR Pro 
for non-operational staff
	£15 per user per year 
(Gov.uk Digital 
Marketplace (no date) 
– approx. £3750 per 
year, based on 250 
users 
	System already available to 
compliment operational staff
platform.

	5.2 – support 
collaboration 
between 
HR and People 
Development
	Ensure learning and 
development support is 
integrated into the 
employee
 lifecycle from attraction 
and recruitment through 
on boarding and probation
	Time required to 
update existing 
recruitment
documentation, 
support staff development 
pathways, induction and 
probation documents, 
as well as upskilling line
managers. 

As an initial estimate 
two weeks dedicated work 
by an L&D manager at 
grade 10, and a L&D Officer 
at grade 8 and a 
HR manager 
at grade 13 and 
HR Officer at grade 9 would 
equate to

£6787.29 plus on costs
	Minimal cost after 
initial change, for
more effective 
employee support 
for ongoing learning 
and development. 

	5.3 – Introduce 
dedicated L&D 
Expertise
	Change key posts within the 
people development 
department to be support 
staff roles for dedicated 
learning and development 
professionals.
	Substitute operational 
head of dept at £62,028 
+20% for flexi duty rota 
requirement plus on costs 
for a support staff role at 
grade 15 - £62,251 plus 
on costs. 
Salary saving of 
£12,193.40 plus 
commensurate on cost 
saving.

Substitute one operational 
middle manager at £50,041 
plus 20% for possible flexi 
duty rota requirement plus 
on costs for a support staff 
L&D manager at grade 10 – 
£43,693 plus on costs.
Salary saving of £16,356.20 
plus commensurate on cost 
saving.


	Support continuity in 
the department with less 
operational management 
roles and rebalance 
operational and 
non-operational focus.

Gain dedicated, 
experienced learning and 
development staff, with 
the added benefit that
 they are not pulled out to 
also fulfil operational duty
as required.

	5.5 - ‘Putting out 
the Ladders’ 
Podcast
	Initially six episodes of a 
weekly interview style 
podcast to 
initiate open conversations 
about learning and 
development experiences 
within the Service.
	Time cost required for 
Interviewing. 
For calculation purpose the 
average male (as more 
interviewees are likely to 
be male) hourly rate is 
£19.11 (MAWWFRS, 2024b). 
With an interviewer at 
support staff Grade 9 – 
hourly rate is £20.98. 
3 hours per interview to be 
included for editing.

£103.03 per week 
£ 618.18 for six episodes

	Low-cost opportunity to 
open up a platform for 
dialogue about the learning 
environment supported by
the Service. 
Offering peer to peer 
learning freely available 
for all to access.

	Total cost
	
	£-17,394.13
	These recommendations offer a 
net cost saving. 
It is acknowledged that
movement of operational 
personnel out of the two 
specified posts may result in 
them being carried over 
establishment at their 
existing ranks until alternative 
posts are available, however, 
given the rate of movement of 
operational personnel
it is not anticipated that this 
would be for a long period, 
particularly at the lower level.
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