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Report to: SCOTTISH FIRE AND RESCUE BOARD 

Report No: B/CP/4-13 

Date: 27 JUNE 2013 

Report By: ELAINE GERRARD 

Authorised By: CHIEF OFFICER ALASDAIR HAY 

 

Subject: TARGETED RECRUITMENT     

 

1. PURPOSE   

1.1 The purpose of this report is to inform the Board of targeted recruitment activities 

carried out by the 8 antecedent authorities.    

 

2. RECOMMENDATIONS 

2.1 The Board is asked to approve the following recommendation(s): 

 

1) Note the activities carried out by the 8 antecedent Scottish Fire and Rescue 

Services (attached as Appendix A), 

2) Agree that the People and Organisational Development Directorate (Recruitment) 

and the Equality and Diversity Team conduct an engagement exercise with 

underrepresented groups to determine current potential or perceived barriers to 

joining the fire service, and 

3) Agree to receive a further report in 2013 outlining the findings of the new research 

and a recommended model for implementing sustainable positive action activities.   

 

3. BACKGROUND 

3.1 Targeted recruitment is commonly referred to as positive action in recruitment. The 

Equality Act 2010 outlines the scope of activities that employers may take to improve 

the diversity of its workforce. The Act prohibits activity that would be considered 

positive discrimination in favour of any one group such as altering the recruitment 

process or appointing people on the basis of their gender or ethnicity (although some 

exclusions about genuine occupational requirements exist). Activities that are 
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permissible under the Act include targeted advertising campaigns and encouraging 

applications from those groups underrepresented in the workforce.  

 

3.2 Traditionally, employers have sought to address underrepresentation of women 

(occasionally men in some occupations) and minority ethnic people but the legislation 

on positive action extends to cover all of the protected characteristics listed under the 

Act.  In order for the targeted activities to be compliant with the Act the organisation 

must demonstrate that this group is underrepresented in the workforce. The targeted 

group does not need to be a minority group in the broader population it must only 

satisfy the criterion that it is an underrepresented group in the workforce.  

 

3.3 The Act provides for positive action in other areas of the employment relationship 

such as promotion and training and development. To distinguish positive action in 

recruitment from other positive action measures and to illustrate the scope of what it 

can legally involve it is most appropriately referred to as targeted recruitment.   

 

3.4 Appendix A to this report outlines the fire sector studies that informed the 

development of positive action initiatives - the Thematic Review in 1999 and Towards 

Diversity I and II in 2000 and 2002 respectively.  

 

4. BENEFITS OF TARGETED RECRUITMENT INITIATIVES 

4.1 There is no legal obligation for an employer to address an underrepresentation of any 

group within its workforce, there is, however, a perception that a representative 

workforce indicates a number of positive attributes about the organisation. 

  

A diverse workforce may be seen to indicate: a recruitment process that is free from 

unfair bias or discrimination; a workplace culture that is attractive to and supportive of 

a range of people and cultures, and an organisation that is capable of responding to 

the needs of minority groups in the capacity of employer and service provider 

because of the personal experiences and intelligence that a diverse workforce brings 

to the organisation.   

 

4.2 The activities involved in engaging in targeted recruitment activities, providing that 

they are far reaching, assist the organisation attract a much bigger pool of potential 

applicants. A bigger pool of applicants will potentially yield a higher performing group 

which means that the quality of those candidates who are successful in being 

appointed will be greater.  
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4.3  Where there is no legal requirement to carry out targeted recruitment initiatives the 

National Joint Council Scheme of Conditions of Service 6th edition makes specific 

reference to fire services using employment initiatives to achieve a representative 

workforce. 

 

5. OVERVIEW OF TARGETED RECRUITMENT CAMPAIGING   

5.1 The 8 antecedent Scottish Fire and Rescue Services invested significantly in 

targeted recruitment campaigning. Primarily these campaigns were aimed at 

attracting women and minority ethnic people into the fire service but other groups 

specifically targeted were people with a disability and lesbian, gay, bi-sexual and 

transgender people. 

  

5.2 Appendix A provides a more detailed overview of the activities undertaken which in 

summary are: 

 Tailored and targeted advertising and marketing – newspapers, magazines 

and  radio at national, regional, local and community specific levels 

 Targeted poster and leaflet campaigns in community, sports and religious 

centres as well as to private households 

 Collaborative work at regional and national level with fire service, other public 

agencies and community representative groups 

 Using role models in the recruitment campaign including those from 

underrepresented groups at events and in editorial profiles 

 Attending a wide-range of community events with the purpose of promoting a 

career in the fire service 

 Open days and fitness testing/development for underrepresented groups 

 Maintaining positive action databases – providing direct mailing and advance 

notification of vacancies 

 

5.3 Also noted within Appendix A is the reform agenda undertaken by the fire services to 

remove elements of working practices that had been identified in the Thematic 

Review and Towards Diversity Reports viewed as potential barriers to women and 

minority groups applying. Key features such as promoting the professional and multi-

faceted role of firefighter, tackling issues of perceived ‘militarism’ in the practices of 

the services and improving employment practices were all progressed by fire 

services across the United Kingdom.  
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5.4 Despite these efforts the workforce profile of the Scottish fire and rescue services at 

the point of transition to the new Scottish Fire and Rescue Service remained 

disproportionately white male especially amongst operational personnel.  

 

5.5 It is unclear why there has been little impact on the diversity of the workforce profile. 

We have insufficient evidence at this time to determine: whether low levels of 

recruitment activity limit the impact of positive action; if the ‘stop – start’ approach to 

positive action campaigns in some areas prevented a consistent and effective 

message being delivered; if there was something else about the approach to positive 

action that meant it did not deliver improved figures; whether we have not allowed it 

to run for long-enough or whether there was a flaw in the message and instruction 

contained within Towards Diversity.   

 

5.6 Appendix A provides examples of potential impacting factors but at this moment we 

have no conclusive evidence to determine actual cause as no formal, significant 

analysis of positive action has been carried out by UK fire services independently or 

in a collaborative venture since the Thematic Review. We are not aware of any such 

studies having been carried out by the Police on their activities.  

 

Moreover, no significant studies since the Thematic Review and Towards Diversity 

reports have been carried out directly with underrepresented groups to ascertain why 

so few apply to join the fire service.  

 

It is, therefore, a recommendation of this report that the Board instruct the People 

and Organisational Development Directorate (Recruitment) and the Equality and 

Diversity Team to carry out a detailed analysis of the positive action campaigns used 

by the fire service and by other relevant public bodies with a view to identifying the 

evidence that will allow a full impact assessment and influence future recruitment 

activities. A further ambition of the review would be to identify organisations that have 

achieved a representative workforce and understand what this is attributed to and 

examine the workforce profile and initiatives used by fire services in other countries. 

Furthermore, it is a recommendation that this review include direct engagement: 

 With members of the community and their representatives on perception of 

the fire service, why they have not chosen to join the fire service, what would 

it take for them to consider applying and how might we might encourage this 
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 With serving female police officers about their choice to join the police service 

and why they chose this employer and not the fire service 

 Dialogue with existing SFRS female personnel in wholetime, RDS and 

Control positions on what influenced their decision to apply and their 

experiences in the Service 

 

This review will provide the SFRS with the evidence it needs to assess the  

effectiveness of positive action and determine a programme of activity for the future  

that is likely to be effective and maintain the principles of best value. This is not an  

insignificant undertaking but it is expected that the review can be concluded by 31st  

October and a report to the Board submitted thereafter. 

  

6. EMPLOYEE IMPLICATIONS 

6.1 There are no staffing implications arising directly from the review of targeted 

recruitment campaigning. There may, however, be employee implications arising 

from future initiatives which will be addressed at the appropriate time. 

 

7. FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 

7.1 There are no financial implications directly arising from the review of targeted 

recruitment campaigning. There may be financial implications arising from future 

recommendations and these will be considered at the appropriate time.    

 

8. LEGAL CONSIDERATIONS 

8.1 There are no specific legal considerations regarding the review of targeted 

recruitment campaigning and the provisions for positive action are contained within 

the Equality Act 2010. 

 

9. EQUALITY IMPACT ASSESSMENT AND CONSULTATION ARRANGEMENTS 

9.1 Representative bodies will be included within the review of targeted recruitment 

campaigning and will be consulted on the findings of the report. 

 

 

ALASDAIR HAY  

Chief Officer 

20 June 2013 

(For further information, please contact Alex Clark, Deputy Chief Officer, SFRS HQ, 5 

Whitefriars Crescent, Perth PH2 0P) 
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Appendix A 

A Review of Positive Action in Recruitment in the 8 Scottish Fire and Rescue Services 

 

1. Introduction 

1.1 The 8 antecedent Scottish fire and rescue services invested significantly in targeted  

recruitment campaigning over an extended period of time. Throughout the 1990s, 2000s and  

in the 2010s considerable financial, material and personnel resources have been deployed  

in an effort to appoint a more representative workforce.  

 

1.2 Primarily targeted recruitment campaigns were aimed at attracting women and minority  

ethnic people into the fire service but other groups specifically targeted were people with a  

disability and lesbian, gay, bi-sexual and transgender people. Initially, targeted recruitment  

focused on attracting women and minority ethnic people into wholetime operational  

firefighter roles, however, in recent years emphasis has also been placed on promoting  

career opportunities in Control and Support Staff positions. A number of fire services have  

also used positive action techniques in their recruitment of RDS.  

 

2. Background  

2.1 The Thematic Review of the UK fire and rescue service published in September 1999  

outlined a number of areas for improvement in the workplace culture of the service. The  

limited numbers of underrepresented groups and the circumstances of the working  

environment for these groups was highlighted as requiring attention. 

 

2.2 The reform agenda that arose from the Thematic Review specifically addressed issues 

of workplace culture and workforce profile. Fire services embarked on a programme of  

measures that moved them away from militaristic traditions of the fire brigade to the  

professional image of a modern fire and rescue service. The Rank to Role process was one  

feature of this agenda which was designed to bring formalised structure and standards to the  

service and at the same time reclassify the role of fire man and fire master as professional  

firefighter and manager.  

 

2.3 The position of support staff was also addressed in the Thematic Review noting that the  

contributions of professional non-uniformed personnel were not always recognised and that  

it was not uncommon for this group of staff to be viewed as different from, apart from and not  

equal to their uniformed colleagues. 

 

2.4 Towards Diversity and Towards Diversity II (published in 2000 by the Home Office and  
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2002 by the Scottish Executive respectively) were reports that sought to address many of  

the issues highlighted in the Thematic Review.  The working groups that developed the  

reports were drawn from the fire sector including sector equality groups, local and central  

government, trade unions and other employee professional bodies as well as the Equal  

Opportunities Commission, the Disability Rights Commission and the Commission for Racial  

Equality. The groups did not develop their findings in isolation of information drawn from the  

workforce and broader community groups. In relation to workforce profile and positive action 

the reports indentified potential barriers to a diverse workforce arising from the working  

practices of the fire service at that time and made recommendations for fire services to  

address these concerns.  

 

2.5 Chief among the potential barriers to recruitment was the view of the fire service as  

militaristic identifying specifically: the term ‘brigade’; roll call, passing out parades and mess  

dinners; separate facilities for officers and other ranks; barracks style working/sleeping  

arrangements; a culture of physique and endurance and some physical requirements and  

the implementation/use of the disciplinary regulations. 

 

2.6 The working pattern and shifts were also identified as potential barriers but with an  

emphasis being on the provision of some flexible working being desirable rather than a  

complete overhaul of the system as the main concern. 

 

2.7 The reports made recommendations for improving the diversity of the workforce: 

 Addressing workplace issues that may be viewed as a barrier to some groups, e.g. 

the provision of dignified sleeping, changing and showering facilities 

 Emphasising the range of careers in the fire service including supporting roles 

 Implementing robust bullying and harassment and workplace culture practices 

 Making use of role models from underrepresented groups in recruitment activities 

 Taking steps to improve the workplace culture to be more welcoming of diverse 

groups 

 Using targeted advertising and engagement activities to promote the fire service as a 

good employer to all communities 

 Monitoring the recruitment process to ensure that discriminatory practices are 

removed (e.g. removing the height restriction for firefighters) 

 Making positive action a core part of the recruitment process 

 

2.8 The National Joint Council Scheme of Conditions of Service 6th edition (Grey Book) also  
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makes specific reference to improving the diversity of the workforce stating that fire and 

rescue authorities should take lawful positive action within their employment initiatives to  

achieve and maintain a workforce representative of the communities they serve. 

 

3. Methodology 

3.1 It is not an exaggeration to state that the practices that the 8 Scottish FRS put in place to  

address the underrepresentation of certain groups in the workforce took cognisance the  

findings and exceeded the recommendations of the Thematic Review, Towards Diversity I 

and II and the Grey Book. Some FRS drafted specific strategies and action plans for  

implementing positive action measures, others embedded their practices as part of their core  

recruitment methods. A range of techniques have been used by FRS independently and in 

collaborative efforts as detailed below. 

 

3.2 Tailored Marketing Materials 

A number of FRS designed and used promotional materials specifically addressing the issue 

of the underrepresentation of women and minority ethnic people and promoting the fire 

service as an inclusive employer.  Adverts were designed with the intention of appealing to 

underrepresented groups. 

 

A positive action in recruitment DVD was produced by the CFOA(S) Equality & Diversity 

Group and distributed widely including to careers advisors aligned with schools. The DVD 

was aimed at underrepresented groups by delivering an accurate and positive message 

about the FRS. 

 

3.3 Targeted Advertising Placement 

The 8 antecedent FRS collaborated on the placement of adverts and editorials in equality 

related magazines and brochures. 

 

Independently FRS placed paper and radio adverts in mainstream media and speciality and 

local and minority community radio and newspapers.  

 

Poster and leaflet campaigns were common place targeting sports centres, GP offices, 

libraries, community and religious centres. In some areas leaflets were delivered to private 

homes.  

 

3.4 Engagement 
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FRS frequently attended a wide range of community events with the purpose of promoting 

recruitment opportunities in the fire service to underrepresented groups. Events included 

those where there was likely to be a high presence of a targeted group such as Race for 

Life, Mela and other events with a lower profile such as a city-wide Asian women’s football 

tournament. 

 

FRS personnel representing the fire service at these events were drawn from recruitment 

teams, equality and diversity teams as well as operational firefighters acting as role models. 

A number of women and minority ethnic people volunteered and acted as role models. A 

range of  methods for managing attendees could be found across the 8 services with some 

utilising volunteers maintained on a ‘bank list’ while others made use of those personnel who 

were already on duty. 

 

Engagement with young people through school visits and training programmes has been 

deployed to inform young people of the career opportunities within the fire service prior to 

taking decisions about standard grades, academic and post school activity. 

 
3.5 Positive Action - Development 

FRS made use of other measures permissible under positive action and held information 

and fitness sessions held exclusively for women and minority ethnic people in addition to 

open sessions where anyone could attend. These sessions, were on occasion, extended to 

include a programme of support on developing fitness standards where one-to-one support 

was provided over an extended period of time.  

 

Positive action databases were maintained by a number of FRS. These databases held the 

contact details of women and minority ethnic people who had expressed an interest in 

joining the fire service as a firefighter. Individuals listed on the database were on some 

occasions given notice of a recruitment campaign opening and were communicated with 

periodically with notice of recruitment information and/or fitness sessions. 

 

3.6 Partnership working 

In addition to working with one another the 8 FRS also aligned their targeted recruitment 

activities with other organisations. Collaborative projects included hosting joint stalls at 

community events with police, ambulance, prison service and armed forces personnel. 
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FRS have worked with community and equality groups in an effort to attract applicants. Joint 

events with regional equality councils and stakeholder groups like Stonewall have been used 

to target specific underrepresented groups. 

 

3.7 Resourcing Positive Action 

A precise and detailed breakdown of the financial, material and personnel resources 

committed by the 8 individual FRS is not possible to determine due to funding and 

resourcing being drawn from a range of functions and budgets across the organisations.  

 

Some FRS had identified personnel and/or budget allocation specifically for use in targeted 

recruitment but even these were supplemented by additional personnel and funds from 

elsewhere in the organisation.  

 

Some FRS invested significant amounts of funds and other resources in targeted recruitment 

campaigning. A bespoke recruitment vehicle was purchased by one FRS enabling access to 

the on-line recruitment portal and fitness equipment at community events and to individuals 

who may not otherwise be able to participate. The vehicle had the added advantage of 

allowing RDS recruitment to be conducted at location thus removing the need for candidates 

to travel away from their home. Another FRS made a substantial investment in the provision 

of a Positive Action Outreach Team whose purpose was to target potential candidates from 

underrepresented groups into operational roles, wholetime and RDS. The two key workers in 

this team were a woman and a male, minority ethnic role model who engaged in all of the 

activities mentioned above with considerable enthusiasm and commitment over an extended 

period of time.  

 

3.8 The Fire Service Brand 

The fire service as a whole has high recognition status as a corporate brand. There has 

been a general lack of detailed knowledge across the population about the role and purpose 

of the fire service and typically it was not unusual for people to be unaware that there were 8 

independent fire services.  

 

The fire service has promoted itself as a modern public service highlighting the changes in 

practices since the Thematic Review and especially since the implementation of Rank to 

Role, such as the removal of the disciplinary regulations. Emphasis has been placed on 

illustrating the professional aspects of the role, the development and career advancement 

opportunities available as well as the good pay and rewards packages available. Non-

operational roles have been promoted and FRS have also emphasised the variety of 
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activities associated with the role of firefighter. The focus placed on preventative activities 

where an ability to engage with a range of community groups is valued has been capitalised 

in recruitment activities.  

 

The commitment towards equality has been publicised by the use of affiliation branding 

alongside fire service logos such as Disability Symbol Award (Double Tick), membership of 

Stonewall, Networking Women in the Fire Service and the Equality Network are examples of 

this approach. 

 

3.9 Changing the Public Perception of the Fire Service  

It does not go without notice that the portrayal of firefighters in the media, advertising 

industry and as referenced in UK culture is one that tends to focus on the physical demands 

and drama associated with fighting fire. The role of firefighter is generally portrayed as a 

man engaging in “exciting” and “high drama” activities that would in common every-day  

language be referred to as “macho”.  

 

The FRS have taken steps to address the cultural perception of the fire service by 

emphasising the different skills required of a firefighter, highlighting the community 

engagement aspects of the role, showing a range of role models in visual marketing 

materials and as participants in recruitment campaigning. In 2004/05 One FRS was 

showcased in a BBC mini-series profiling the fire service. As part of this documentary series 

significant focus was given to a female firefighter role model. FRS have indicated that where 

a personal relationship is established with a member of a FRS the perception of the fire 

service tends to be more accurate. 

 

3.10 Employment Practices 

The attraction of a diverse workforce is only appropriate if the employment practices of the 

organisation are capable of meeting their needs. The internal working practices of the FRS 

have been improved since the Thematic Review and it is this new modern employer that has 

been promoted.  

 

A range of methods were used by the 8 FRS to monitor and assess their recruitment 

practices for potential unlawful bias, barrier or discriminatory practices. For example, one 

FRS tested elements of the recruitment process across age, gender and ethnicity prior to 

adopting those elements. No bias or barrier was found. Key features of previous recruitment 

processes such as height restrictions and some fitness tests that were considered to 

disadvantage women and minority ethnic people had already been removed at a national 
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level. Monitoring of the recruitment process across the FRS gives a mixed picture with 

women performing better than men in some regions but less well in others. Given the limited 

numbers of women and minority ethnic people participating in the recruitment process it is 

difficult to determine if the results are significant and representative of that group or just 

those individuals.  

 

FRS have been pursuing employment practices that would be considered examples of best 

practice taking steps to introduce flexible working where possible and having policies on 

bullying and conduct supported by equality and diversity training programmes. Across the 8 

FRS practices and approach have on occasions been different and the new SFRS is 

currently in the process of addressing these inconsistencies. 

 
4. Impact of Positive Action 

4.1 The workforce profile of the 8 FRS in March 2013 was as follows:  

An overall workforce of 9,040  

 14% of the workforce is female  

 0.6% of the workforce identify as from a minority ethnic group  

 0.6% of the workforce disclosed a disability  

 7 % of Uniformed employees are female; 93% male  

 4.5% wholetime are female 

 6.2% of RDS are female 

 

These figures have remained fairly constant over the past ten years.  

 

4.2 The effort and resources committed to positive action in recruitment initiatives are not 

reflected in the workforce statistics. Wholetime, RDS and, therefore, the overall workforce 

remains largely male and white Scottish/British. Control remains largely female and white 

Scottish/British. Support staff has the highest number of women with a gender split of 57% 

female and 43% male. Minority ethnic people and people from other minority groups remain 

at low numbers.  

 

4.3 Some FRS reported some success in increasing the number of applications and making 

some moderate improvements in the appointment of women into operational roles but 

overall, as the statistics indicate, there has not been a significant improvement.  

 

4.4 One campaign that did yield a reasonable gender split and minority ethnic representation 

was the Cadet Young Apprentice programme. The majority of cadets went on to become 
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wholetime firefighters. This may indicate that the target audience for future positive action 

should be young people before they make career choices and are influenced by other 

factors.  

 

4.5 For general employment recruitment there was no single initiative that had consistent 

success when used. For example, the use of local radio and newspapers, promotion at 

community centres and nurseries and using local personnel to knock-on doors to inform 

residents of an upcoming RDS recruitment campaign had a positive effect when used for 

Lochahline Station which now has 6 female and 3 male RDS staff. However, the same 

techniques used elsewhere in Highlands & Islands and in other FRS did not have the same 

outcome.  

 

4.6 The largest recruitment campaign carried out by a Scottish FRS in recent years was the 

2008 one FRS which had around 100 vacancies to fill across an 18 month period. This 

campaign did increase the number of women and minority ethnic applicants. Analysis of the 

positive action initiatives used for that campaign indicated that positive action activities had a 

role in promoting a positive image of the fire service and may have reassured those 

considering applying, but the majority of people who applied would probably have done so 

anyway. The range of media used to promote the 2008 campaign was substantial and 

included profiling female and minority ethnic employees in editorials but the majority of 

applicants cited mainstream media or the website as the source of information. This is 

consistent with previous analysis of joint marketing campaigns in equality related or 

community specific media where there has been limited interest generated from targeted 

advertising. 

 

4.7 The longest running uninterrupted positive action campaign was carried out by one FRS 

which engaged in a rolling-programme across several years without a dip in activity.  Again, 

there was an increase in the number of applicants and an increase in the workforce profile 

but there was disappointment in the Positive Action Outreach Team on the limited level of 

that improvement compared to time, effort, resource and finance commitment.   

 

4.8 Across the 8 FRS there are mixed reports on the success of open days targeting women 

and minority ethnic people. In some geographic areas it was reported that there was an 

increase in the number of women applying, although from minority ethnic people there was 

little impact. In some areas the lack of interest from minority ethnic people was put down to a 

small population when considered by the FRS in that area. In other areas interest in open 

days and fitness or ‘have a go’ type sessions were equally well attended by both women and 
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ethnic minority people. The impact of these sessions is also mixed with some reporting that 

those who attended a session then went on to apply, whereas in other areas this was not 

proven.  

 

4.9 The use of role models for operational roles was widely held to be effective in providing 

prospective applicants with an accurate impression of the role. While many were happy to 

participate some female and minority ethnic employees felt they had been specifically 

targeted by the fire service to act as role models and had been approach too often and were 

no longer willing participants.   

 
5. Other Potential Influencing Factors 

5.1 While the fire service has a collective workforce of over 9,000 the antecedent authorities 

were operating with much smaller workforce profiles. A small workforce that has a very low 

turnover rate across all employee categories does not lend itself to significant changes in 

workforce profile in anything other than a very long timeframe. Typical recruitment 

‘campaigns’ conducted by the FRS were in the region of <10 vacancies across several years 

for firefighter roles. Support staff positions were infrequently vacant in anything other than 

single numbers. Control positions were typically filled by recruitment campaigns every 

couple of years again for a maximum of around 20 places. RDS recruitment on the other 

hand tends to be ongoing with periods of time when large numbers are required at the same 

time. 

 

5.2 The shift pattern does not in itself seem to be a deterring factor to women applying to 

wholetime positions. Control operates the same shift pattern and is around 80% female. 

Similar shift patterns exist in other sectors where women make up the majority of the 

workforce. Anecdotally, some male firefighters have been very positive about the shift 

pattern as they feel it has allowed them to spend time with their children in early years when 

a Monday to Friday, 9 to 5 job may not have. The predictability of the shift pattern is viewed 

by some as beneficial towards planning childcare. This is not to ignore or devalue  the view 

held by some that the shift pattern is not family friendly or attractive regardless of any caring 

responsibilities. The main concern for people seems to be around the issue of flexibility 

combined with predictability but further research in this area would provide a fuller 

understanding of the effect of shift patterns in attracting/deterring applicants. 

 

5.3 Any positive action measures should typically address the workforce in its entirety taking 

a whole organisation approach. However, if the fire service wishes to address the overall 

workforce profile of the fire service then realistically it must alter the workforce profile of 
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wholetime and RDS where the majority of positions lie. Key features of the fire service that 

were indentified in the Thematic Review as barriers to a diverse workforce have been 

addressed. FRS have taken steps to highlight these advances. Other features, such as night 

shifts, wearing a uniform, being part of a ‘disciplined’ service, the physical elements of the 

role or working in small teams for extended periods of time may remain unattractive to many. 

While the FRS have taken steps to address the barriers identified in the Thematic Review 

and have referenced this in recruitment campaigns and other promotion activities we have 

no evidence that this message has been received by the intended audience or if there are 

conflicting messages being received. 

 

5.4 So it remains, is there something fundamental in the role of the firefighter that makes it 

attractive only to a small proportion of the population? The broader skill set required for the 

modern firefighter is promoted extensively and an honest appraisal of the fitness levels 

required is provided - but it does not remove the fundamental issue that firefighters will have 

to attend operational incidents; will potentially be exposed to distressing situations; will 

oscillate from periods of relative calm to heightened activity and must provide a level of 

availability in order to meet the demands of risk to the community. 

 

6. Comparator Organisations  

6.1 The fire service is often compared to other public bodies which is not entirely helpful or 

useful. The most common comparison is made with police services. The Scottish police 

services employed over 25,000 (excluding special constables) in February 2013. 26% of 

police officers were women and 63% of police staff were women – overall women made up 

37% of the workforce. 1% of police officers and 1% of police staff were minority ethnic 

people – overall minority ethnic people made up 1.7% of the workforce.  

 

6.2 One potential reason for the differences in female workforce levels in fire and police is 

the greater variety of functions for operational police officers which may be more appealing 

to a broader range of people than the single role of firefighter which predominates in the fire 

service.  

 

6.3 A key feature addressed by the fire service noted above was the move away from 

perceived militaristic practices as it was felt to be a barrier to women applying. There is a 

view held by some that the police have retained many aspects of workplace culture and 

practice that could be described as militaristic and yet have improved their workforce profile 

as it relates to female police officers. 
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6.4 There are several reasons why the police service is not a useful comparator: the 

workforce is significantly larger overall with more frequent recruitment campaigns seeking 

significantly larger numbers of appointees. The police are therefore in a position to make 

change more readily and in a shorter period of time than the fire service with the same level 

of input on positive action measures and other recruitment campaigning. For example, 

paragraph 4.6 notes that one FRS had a recruitment campaign extending across 18 months 

with the ambition of appointing around 100 wholetime firefighters. The police authority 

sharing the same geography had at that time a recruitment campaign of around a 1,000 

police officer vacancies. The police have engaged in positive action initiatives for around 10 -

15 years longer than the fire service. 

 

6.5 A more useful comparison is to be made with other UK fire services. For example, 96.7% 

of operational personnel based across all English FRS are male. The most diverse employer 

by a considerable margin is London Fire Brigade. 

 

London Fire Brigade  

 5.8% of operational staff are female 

 Support staff and Control female/male ratios are similar to those found in Scotland 

 11.9% of operational personnel identify as minority ethnic   

 26.66% of non-operational staff identify as minority ethnic  

 London’s minority ethnic population is around 65% 

 

West Yorkshire has been one of the most active English FRS in terms of positive action 

campaigning. 

West York Fire and Rescue Service 

 3.6% of operational staff are female 

 4.33% of total workforce identify as minority ethnic 

 3.8% of operational personnel identify as minority ethnic 

 West Yorkshire’s minority ethnic population is around 18% 

 

Few areas of the UK have such high proportions of white British people living there than 

Scotland  - projections on the 2011 population indicate that the minority ethnic population 

has increased from 2% to around 3.7% since 2001 using information from local authorities – 

the equality data sets of the 2011 census are expected by the end of June 2013. Only 

Copeland in Cumbria and Blanaeu in Gwent compare. The workforce profile of Welsh fire 
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services is broadly similar to Scotland 3% of Wholetime personnel are female,  4% of RDS 

are female and 1.8% of the overall workforce identify as of minority ethnic heritage.  

 

Comparing the Scottish FRS with other international fire services has not been a focus of the 

FRS to date. It is worth noting that according to the International Association of Women in 

Fire and Emergency Services the United Kingdom is the world leader in the appointment of 

female firefighters. Around 3.6% of Candanian firefighters are female, about 3.3% of Dutch 

firefighters are female and around 1.8% of US firefighters, comparable with the role of 

wholetime, are female. In the US there are widely divergent minority ethnic workforce levels 

depending on geographic factors.  

 

6.6 English fire and rescue services benefited from a centrally funded and organised positive 

action campaign run by the Department for Communities and Local Government which 

supplemented their own individual positive action campaigns similar to those implemented 

by the Scottish FRS. This campaign provided resources, events and financial incentives to 

those FRS willing to set targets for the appointment of women. None of the participating FRS 

reached the workforce profile targets. The scheme has now been disbanded. 

 

6.7 The Scottish Executive/ Government did not set workforce targets for the Scottish FRS 

although some services chose to adopt targets for a period of time. Over time the services 

with workforce targets, or those who stated a figure as an ambition but not strictly a target, 

chose to remove or replace them with more appropriate measures. A target aligned with 

workforce profile is not strictly a measure of the performance of the organisation – it is a 

combined measure of the performance of the candidates in the recruitment process and the 

organisation’s ability to attract candidates. At least one FRS introduced a measurement of 

the number of ‘notes of interest’ from underrepresented groups which may have indicated 

the impact of positive action initiatives. It was found that there was a slight increase in 

interest from underrepresented groups but it was not possible to directly attribute this to 

positive action alone. This measure became redundant as there was a cessation of 

recruitment activity. 

 

6.8 While the Scottish FRS have remained firmly within the legal limitations of positive action 

there is an ongoing perception in some pockets of the organisation that some applicants 

have had preferential treatment due to being from an underrepresented group. Considerable 

efforts were invested in dispelling this myth but the perception remained and was reinforced 

by the presence of workforce targets 

 



13 
 

7. Conclusion 

7.1 The purpose of this report was to inform the Board of the activities that have been used 

by the 8 antecedent authorities. The measures used were similar to those used by police 

and other UK fire services and far exceeded the initiatives used by other public bodies such 

as local authorities and the NHS.   

 

7.2 When taken in isolation of other factors the workforce profile would suggest that positive 

action has not worked. While it can be asserted that there is something about the role of 

firefighter that is appealing to only a small group of the population there remain other factors 

that can help explain the low representation of some groups. The low turnover of staff and 

infrequent, small-scale recruitment campaigns for a restricted range of jobs are potentially 

significant factors. It would be an overstatement to suggest that these are any more than 

potential contributing factors in the underrepresentation of some groups in the workforce. At 

this moment in time no studies have been carried out to determine actual cause and effect or 

measured impact of positive action campaigns beyond looking at the workforce profile and 

reaching an opinion that it has not been effective. 

 

7.3 It has been over 10 years since Towards Diversity I and II were published and no 

specific study has been carried out in the intervening years about the changing image of the 

fire service amongst underrepresented groups. The recent work carried out to develop 

Equality Outcomes identified that there remains a perception in the general population that 

fitness requirements are higher than they are in reality. There may be benefit in conducting a 

short, targeted engagement activity to identify what perceived barriers to joining the fire 

service remain. 

 
 
Elaine Gerrard 
Diversity Manager 
20 June 2013 
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