Strathclyde Fire and Rescue: a Partnership Approach to Learning
Strathclyde Fire and Rescue (SFR) is the UK's second largest fire service. It goes without saying that highly effective management and leadership are central to its ability to meet the demands placed on the service, and to help safeguard public safety. This case study examines how the organisation has worked in partnership with the Scottish Fire Services College (the College) to put continuous learning at the heart of its leadership and management development strategy.
 
About SFR 
· one of the largest fire and rescue services in Europe
· SFR serves a population of around 2.3 million people 
· the service operates across 113 fire stations ranging across a distance of 14,000 square kilometres 
· SFR employs 2,196 full time, 630 retained and 301 volunteer firefighters, as well as approximately 600 support staff [1] 
About the College 
· established in 1954, it originally focused on training all new entrants to Scotland's regional fire services
· the College is part of Scottish Resilience within the Scottish Government and it works in partnership with other agencies such as the NHS and the Scottish Police Service
· more recently it has taken a central role in the development of a national learning and development strategy for the Scottish Fire and Rescue Service [2]
  
Key challenges
For the College the main challenge lies in managing the learning and development needs, expectations, priorities and timescales of what are ostensibly eight different (regional) organisations - each with their own resource and budget allocation. SFR is by far the largest of the eight regions, which means that its requirements, goals and timescales can differ considerably from those of the other regions.
Addressing the issues
In order to help drive organisational performance, SFR recognises the need to ensure employees at all levels:
· understand their contribution to achieving the service's priorities 
· have clear performance objectives 
· are properly resourced and empowered to meet the public's needs 
· are given the opportunity to develop flexible skills and working practices 
To meet these objectives, leaders and managers are expected to focus on:
· leading change
· engaging their staff to meet strategic priorities 
· handling people management effectively 
· being accountable for employee performance
· demonstrating professional drive and commitment
· managing talent
They are also required to have the ability to take calculated and managed risks in order to move the Service forward.
SFR works in partnership with the College to help SFR's managers to develop the leadership and management capacity they need to meet the challenges faced by the Service. As an emergency service, it is also vital that sufficient emphasis is placed on the development of specialist and technical skills for uniformed officers, such as incident command skills, to ensure effective service delivery.
In recommending the creation of a leadership and management development framework, SFR's HR function gave consideration to the following:
· Effective leadership is about supporting transformational change. This is not the same as management development, which deals with supporting managers to deal with transactional activities, control of processes and problem-solving. 
· Line managers are directly responsible for supervising staff on a day-to-day basis and are ultimately responsible for staff performance. They are pivotal in terms of successful policy implementation and enactment. 
A partnership approach
To meet its identified challenges, SFR's HR function has introduced a number of long-term cultural development and behavioural change programmes. These include employee engagement and talent management activities, along with the introduction of a service-wide values framework. Complementing this work, the HR team has developed and introduced a continuous learning framework known as ‘SFR KnowHow’.
The continuous learning framework adopts a blended approach to learning and expands the organisation's central ethos from reliance solely on ‘training provision’ and moves it more towards ‘enabling and supporting individuals’ learning’. The framework has the key aim of providing a clear structure for career progression and lifelong learning. The organisation's career management (appraisal) process is central to the framework and takes account of individuals’ learning needs at particular stages of their career cycle as demonstrated in the diagram below:


National leadership development and learning initiatives, and ‘SFR KnowHow’
A number of learning initiatives are sourced, administered and funded via the College and are widely used within SFR to enhance its continuous learning framework Key examples of these initiatives include:
A Central Qualifications Pathway 
In 2007 the College carried out a Scottish qualifications mapping exercise against the requirements of the Scottish Fire and Rescue Services 'role maps' (job descriptions and national occupational standards). [3] There are four different role levels:
· firefighter (non-manager) 
· supervisory manager 
· middle manager 
· strategic manager   
The qualifications that were found to align most closely with the role requirements were selected to form the basis of Scottish Fire and Rescue's Central Qualifications Pathway as show below:


The Pathway gives employees access to funded qualifications which range from vocational courses such as Crew Management, to certified management and leadership qualifications such as those offered by the Institute of Leadership and Management (ILM), Chartered Management Institute (CMI) and the Institute of Directors (IoD). In other words, the Pathway encourages continuous learning by offering a clear route through the ranks of management and leadership, underpinned and endorsed by recognised vocational and academic qualifications.
Many of SFR’s learning activities are designed around the qualifications in order to enhance both the learners’ experience and the transfer of learning back into the workplace. Such activities can include:
· a wide variety of training courses 
· project work 
· coaching and mentoring 
· focus groups 
· action learning sets 
· use of psychometric and diagnostic tools 
E-toolkit (online desktop support system) 
The SFR KnowHow E-toolkit forms a crucial part of SFR's learning framework. Based on the GoodPractice Toolkit for Leaders, the e-toolkit has been fully customised to meet SFR's specific needs and is available to all employees. The toolkit is used as a just-in-time resource to support all aspects of people management, leadership, HR and learning and development. SFR employees use it to access knowledge and practical tools on key subjects, together with policies, procedures and pre and post-course learning materials. 
Series of CPD events
The College has established a number of partnerships with external agencies in order to provide an extensive series of Continuing Professional Development (CPD) events to all Scottish fire services. SFR employees are encouraged to take advantage of these opportunities where possible. Through these events, participants are able to learn from, and share management and leadership best practice with their colleagues in the Scottish Government, NHS, and the Scottish Police and Prison Service. Examples of subjects covered at these events have included:
· adaptive leadership 
· coaching and mentoring 
· employment law 
· facilitation skills 
SFR also provides additional courses and support to complement these CPD events. For example it runs quarterly ‘KnowHow’ (or masterclass) events with high profile speakers on key subjects such as leadership, self-leadership and performing under pressure.
Executive coaching 
Coaching forms an important part of the continuous learning framework. SFR has access to the ‘First 100 Days Executive Coaching’ at strategic manager level via the College. SFR has an additional contract in place for one-to-one executive coaching for all strategic managers, as well as a series of ‘Line Manager as Coach’ workshops and action learning sets for all current and aspiring managers. SFR also operates a number of internal mentoring programmes to provide additional development opportunities and support for its managers and leaders. 
E-learning provision 
A single learning content management system (LCMS) is provided via the College for use by all eight regional fire services. SFR makes particular use of the LCMS to provide Firefighter modules to its operational staff. SFR is in the process of enhancing and rolling out e-learning provision to all employees, and an e-induction programme, as well as an IT skills development module are currently being developed.
Evaluating success
The continuous learning framework places emphasis on greater transfer of learning into the workplace. Using the principles of Kirkpatrick's Four Level Evaluation model, both quantitative and qualitative evaluation processes are continually undertaken for each component of the framework, and these culminate in a wider evaluation concerning the effectiveness of the overall framework. SFR's evaluation activities include questionnaire and survey tools, focus groups and action learning sets. [4] The HR team has identified a number of key performance indicators (KPIs) that monitor the organisation's progress, and statistics are regularly reported at Board and Corporate Management team level. SFR and the the College also work closely together to evaluate progress; to inform best possible delivery of learning interventions, evaluation data is regularly shared and exercises are often conducted in partnership. 
Conclusion
SFR has achieved considerable benefits through its partnership approach to learning and development with the College, and also via the introduction of its own blended approach to learning provision. Increased flexibility and a greater choice of learning opportunities enable more individuals to participate in learning. In addition, many learning opportunities are ‘role specific’, thereby ensuring that they are fit for purpose and readily transferable into a Fire and Rescue context. The blended model also ensures that varying learning styles are accommodated and that learning is provided in the right way at the right time.
When it comes to lessons learned from their partnership approach to learning and development, Kirsteen Grant, SFR's Employee Development Manager, stresses the following:
· the need for shared vision and direction 
· the importance of establishing win-win goals, which might mean a degree of compromise for different parties 
· the importance of regular consultation and communication between key stakeholders 
· the need for a clear plan of action, or service level agreement, with agreed timescales for delivery 
· the importance of open, honest and early face-to-face conversations as soon as individual, operational and strategic priorities start to diverge 
· the importance of a joint evaluation and review of the learning and development plan and subsequent initiatives  
 

[1] http://www.strathclydefire.org/about/default.asp (7 June 2010). 
[2] http://www.scottish-fireservicescollege.org/sfscfront/ (7 June 2010).
[3] For more information on the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) go to www.scqf.org.uk (7 June 2010).
[4] Donald Kirkpatrick, Evaluating Training Programs: The Four Levels (Berrett-Koehler, 1994).
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