FI RE SERVICE
Lessons from

America’s best-run
fire departments.

By BURTON A. CLARK

hich fire departments are among the top in

the country? What makes them “excellent”?

What can other fire departments learn from
them?

These are the questions Firehouse Editor John Peige
asked me to research back in February in preparation
for this special “In Search of Fire Service Excellence”
issue.
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Using the nationwide best-selling book
- In Search of Excellence: Lessons From
America’s Best-Run Companies, by Tom
Peters and Robert Waterman, Jr. as a
guide, we undertook an intensive study
and survey over the intervening months
to find out if the eight basic management
principles that account for the success of
best-run companies like IBM, Hewlett-
Packard, McDonald’s and 3M also ac-
count for the success of the best-run fire
departments. (See box, ‘“Management
Principles.”) The answer: most definite-
ly yes. In the following article I will ex-
plain how the 25 excellent fire depart-
ments were identified, what measures
were used to validate their first-rate sta-
tus, what they are doing to maintain
their position and why the chiefs of these
departments think their organizations
are excellent.

Excellence Based on Perception

The first step was to narrow down the
25,000 fire departments in the country to
a manageable number. This process gives
us our first insight into the concept of
excellence. The idea of an organization
being excellent is based on the percep-
tion of those doing the judging. Peters
and Waterman used an “informed group
of observers” to develop their original
list of companies to be studied. My group
of informed observers was made up of
seven people.

The group included: a former commis-
sioner of the Chicago Fire Department,
deputy chief of the New York City Fire
Department, the Kentucky State fire
training director, the Maryland fire mar-
shal, a training instructor, a National
Fire Protection Association (NFPA) in-
vestigator, a college instructor. Together
they have worked with thousands of fire
departments around the country and also
serve as full-time or adjunct faculty for
the National Fire Academy. The mem-
bers were chosen because of their differ-
ent perspectives on what excellence
means, based on their background, expe-
rience and education. (See box, “In-
formed Observers.”)

Each was given a list from the NFPA
Fire Almanac of 87 metro fire depart-
ments and asked to check off those they
considered to be excellent—using what-
ever definition of excellence they had. A

Burton A. Clark, a 15-year fire service veteran
and former member of the District of Colum-
bia Fire Department, has been on the faculty
of the National Fire Academy since 1978 and
is presently in charge of the Organizational
Development program. He is the publisher of
the “Prometheus Report—The Journal of
Fire Safety,” and works as a management
consultant to many fire departments across
the country and a lecturer at national confer-
ences. This article is the opinion of the author
and does not represent the views of any gou-
ernment agency.
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total of 38 fire departments were selected
from the list. It was decided that for a
department to be included, three or more
members had to select it. Fourteen de-
partments made the first step.

To be thorough, the group would need
to study other than metro fire depart-
ments. Therefore, the members were
asked to add to the list any fire depart-
ment they considered excellent. Eleven

formers in three or more of the catego-
ries. (See box, “Top Performers.”)

Survey Methodology

Fire Loss. There are four measures of
fire loss: death, injury, dollar loss and the
number of incidents divided by the dollar
loss to represent dollar loss per alarm.
These data were collected over a five-
year period from each department:

Year ’80 ’81 '82 83 ‘84
. Death 14 [: 3 57 47 279
Samp Ie Flre Injury 32 so0Y 297 107 36
Loss Data $ Loss 1.080M 991K 1 761KV 603KV | 1.730K*
$ Loss/Alarm 108 99y 767 877 173
*Dollar loss was adjusted for inflation using Consumer Price Index

fire departments were named by the
group. The metro list and the random list
provided our sample list of 25 excellent
fire departments. The study sample is
very representative because it includes
departments from 15 different states, all
six regions of the country and paid, vol-
unteer, combination, urban, suburban
and rural fire departments. (See box, “25
Excellent Fire Departments.”)

Measures of Excellence

The second step Peters and Waterman
used was to devise a plan to define what
is exactly meant by excellent. What do
we measure to determine if a company is
excellent? They used financial data to
measure growth, long-term wealth, re-
turn on capital and sales. Fire depart-
ments do not have profit-and-loss state-
ments or price earnings ratios, so we had
to develop other measurable criteria.

This problem was presented to a group
of 35 fire executives from around the
country. The group of executives was di-
vided into three small work groups. Each
group was asked to “develop a list of six
measurable criteria” they would use to
determine whether a fire department was
excellent. The result of the three groups
were almost identical. The group identi-
fied six measurements of excellent per-
formance over a three- to five-year peri-
od of time. To be excellent, a fire depart-
ment must show a trend in six areas:

Decrease in fire loss

Decrease in firefighter injury

Financial responsibility

Increase in performance standards

Increase in amount and type of service

offered

Decrease in response time

To collect these data, we sent out sur-
veys to each of the 25 fire departments.
Twenty-one were returned in time to be
included in the study. Each department’s
data were analyzed individually to iden-
tify trends, then the departments were
compared to each other to identify top
performers. This is a very rigorous evalu-
ation method. The results show that 89
percent of the departments were top per-

The arrows indicate decreases from

the previous year’s number. If a fire de-
partment were perfect it would have 16
decreases. The actual number of de-
creases can be divided byy]6 to give the
department’s fire loss “batting average,”
as in 13+16=.810. It was determined
that for a fire department to be consid-
ered a top performer in the fire loss cate-
gory, it needed at least a .500 average.
Firefighter Injury and Death. The
same averaging method was used to de-
termine a fire department’s trend in de-
creasing injuries. It is interesting to note
that all fire departments surveyed had at
least a .500 average.
Financial Responsibility. Two data
items were used to identify financial re-
sponsibility cost per capita (CPC) to
show cost effectiveness and percentage of
fire department share of overall jurisdic-
tion budget, to show financial support
for the fire departments. The CPC was
adjusted for inflation using the consumer
price index for purchasing power. The
first year numbers were compared to the
last year numbers, and the percentage of
change, plus or minus, was noted. For ex-
ample, the CPC in 1980 was $17.88,
which equals $7.26 when adjusted for in-
flation. CPC for 1984 was $24.83; the ad-
justed CPC is $8. This equals a 10 per-
cent increase in the CPC over the five-
year period. To be included in the top
half, a department had to have a CPC
increase of 10 percent or less over the
evaluation period.

The number of times a fire depart-
ment’s percentage of the total jurisdic-
tion budget increased was also measured.
To be considered a top performer, the de-
partment had to receive a percentage in-
crease at least half the time.
Performance Standards. The survey
asks the department to give a narrative
description of how the performance stan-
dards of its personnel have changed over
the past five years. The number of
changes listed by each department was
counted. There was no attempt to weigh
one change over another. As with the
other measures, to be a top performer in
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this category the department had to be in
the top half, which meant nine or more
performance standards changed over the
five-year period. Grouping the changes
gives us a clear picture of what the excel-
lent fire departments are doing.

The overwhelming change is physical
fitness, with the majority of the depart-
ments having mandatory physical fitness
programs, including the Bloomington,
Minnesota, Volunteer Fire Department.
Some departments have been involved in
fitness programs for a number of years.
The Salt Lake Fire Department has been
involved in long-term research with the
LDS Fitness Institute and is presently
developing a complete EKG treadmill
test for firefighters. Departments are
also beginning to be concerned about
mental health issues. The Fort Worth
Fire Department has a team of stress in-

Excellent departments
are delivering fire
prevention,
emergency medical
services, supervision.
R

tervention specialists to help firefighters
and their families cope with job-related
stress.

NFPA professional qualification stan-
dards were the next most often men-
tioned performance standard change.
Firefighter I, II and III were identified as
being used to certify personnel. About
half the department also identified some
level of officer training, certification and
development program.

Very special prggrams were developed
for firefighters in Texas, Virginia and
California. The Dallas Fire Department
has a Management Rotation program, in
which all chief officers are rotated
through other city departments. The
Fairfax County Fire Department has a
Foreign Exchange program, which allows
firefighters to trade places with their for-
eign counterparts. A department-spon-
sored bachelor’s degree program was es-
tablished by the Los Angeles City Fire
Department in conjunction with the
University of Redlands.

The fire prevention division of the ex-
cellent fire departments are also getting a
lot of attention. Personnel are being
qualified under various local and state
systems as prevention specialists and
code enforcement officials. Fire preven-
tion performance standards are being in-
cluded at the company level because they
are conducting more and more preven-
tion activities.
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Finally, it is interesting to note that

almost all the departments cited partici-
pation in National Fire Academy courses
as a part of their professional develop-
ment programs.
Services Offered. These were mea-
sured by counting the number of changes
identified by the department. Again,
there was no attempt to weigh the
changes. To be a top performer, the de-
partment had to list 10 or more changes
in this category.

What services are the excellent fire de-
partments delivering? Most often, fire
prevention activities, followed by emer-
gency medical services and supervision.

Fire prevention activities accounted
for the most change. The types of change
included starting company level inspec-
tion programs and hiring fire protection
engineers. Some of the unique changes
include the following:

e The Miami Fire Department took
over the city building and zoning depart-
ment, which then created the Depart-

ment of Fire, Rescue and Inspection Ser-
vices. ;
o The Seattle Fire Department insti-
tuted a program of checking all business-
es from the current business licenses dur-
ing annual fire inspections. This service
netted the city $65,000 in uncollected
business taxes the first year. Residential
smoke detector programs were con-
ducted by most of the departments.
¢ The Fort Worth, Texas, Fire Depart-
ment participated in the installation of
9500 smoke detectors—just as impres-
sive as the 24-member Charlotte, Ver-
mont, Volunteer Fire Department visit-
ing every residence in the community to
be sure each had at least one smoke de-
tector. Major increases were also made in
public fire and burn education programs.
The programs identified most often were
Learn Not To Burn, Juvenile Fire Set-
ters and Home Inspections.

EMS was the second biggest change
area. These changes covered a broad
range, which included starting a first re-
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sponder program with an engine compa-
ny, and testing new Advanced Life Sup-
port Equipment, as in the sophisticated
emergency medical systems of Miami
and Seattle.

The changes in EMS delivery seemed
very diversfied and indicated an effort to
deliver the desired level of service the in-
dividual community wants. For example,
the Phoenix Fire Department has five
paramedic rescue units and 13 paramedic
engine companies. The Palm Beach Fire
Department carries medical data cards
for residents on its two medic units.

Finally, the overriding change in the
suppression field was the creation of haz-
ardous material response units over the
past five years. Though it is last, hazard-
ous materials are not taken lightly. Ac-
cording to Chief Manning, Los Angeles
City: “Hazardous materials are the single
greatest threat to the community.”
Response Time. Unfortunately, not
enough of the departments surveyed
could supply the data needed to show
changes in responses from time of igni-
tion, so this category was dropped from
the analysis.

Why Are They Excellent?

To answer this question, we conducted

interviews with the fire department
chiefs, asking them one question: “Why
do you think your fire department is ex-
cellent?” Their responses were catego-
rized under each of the eight principles.
Five of the eight principles were given by
all of the chiefs as the reason for their
organizations being excellent. They also
identified a new principle.
Bias for Action. Excellent fire depart-
ments are willing to try new things and
new methods. They are change oriented
and take risks. They are also supportive
when things fail. Noted Chief McMillan
of Fort Worth: “Fire departments need
to change as the times change and the
needs change.” Chief John O'Rourke of
New York City echoed this action-
oriented approach when he said, “We
don’t stand still. We don’t sit back on our
laurels . . we try to move ahead by try-
ing new things or taking a pragmatic ap-
proach.”

The chief must have a personal com-
mitment to this action orientation. Said
Chief Tom Daily, San Clemente, “I
think I have to keep an open mind on
anything that is suggested by any-
body . .. don’t be afraid to try something
new.”

For this action bias to work, there
must be support for it at all levels. Chief
Roger Philips, San Diego, explained this
support when he said, “There needs to be
a willingness and a freedom to try new
things and then, if they don’t work, to
not punish the person.” Chief J. Talia-
ferro of Charlottesville explained the

Informed
Observers

The following are the “informed
observers” who worked on the “In
Search of Excellence” project:
William R. Blair: Thirty years in
the fire service, former commission-
er of the Chicago Fire Department,
retired assistant chief of Los An-
geles City Fire Department. Pres-
ently in charge of the National Fire
Academy (NFA) Emergency Inci-
dent Policy and Analysis program.
A.A.S. in Fire Service.

Charles J. Burkall: Eight years in
the fire service as firefighter, train-
ing instructor, EMS manager and
safety consultant. Presently in
charge of the National Fire Acade-
my Education program. B.A. in Fire
Technology, B.S. in Technical Edu-
cation, M.B.A. candidate.
Steven W. Hill: Fourteen years in
the fire service, former National
Fire Protection Association
(NFPA) investigator and Washing-
ton State assistant fire marshal.
Presently in charge of the National
Fire Academy Management Tech-
nology program. B.A. in Fire Protec-
tion.
Bruce W. Hisley: Twenty-four
years in the fire service, retired fire
marshal of Anne Arundel County,
Maryland, Fire Department. Pres-
ently on the NFA faculty in the
Community Research Preservation
Program. Member of NFPA Stan-
dards Making Committee. A.A. in
Fire Service.
Lucien P. Imundi: Thirty-five
years in the fire service, retired dep-
uty chief of New York City Fire De-
partment. Former faculty member
of the National Fire Academy Inci-
| dent Command program. Presently
| founder and director of the National
| Fire Service Command Logistics In-
| stitute. B.S. in Behavioral Science.
| Jan D. Kuczma: Five years in the
| fire service, former chemistry teach-
| er. Presently on the faculty of the
| NFA in the Hazardous Material
| program. B.A. in Chemistry/Biolo-

A. Don Manno: Eighteen years in
| the fire service, former director of
| Fire Training, Kentucky. Presently
1in charge of the NFA Community
Resource Preservation program and
member of NFPA, MAC Commit-
| tee. B.A. in Psychology.

support he receives from his city man-
ager as follows, “He encourages you to be
innovative, to take some risks, to try
something different; at the same time, he
supports you if things don’t go right.”
Listening to the Public. Fire depart-
ments belong to the public, so the public
has a right and responsibility to be in-
volved. Excellent fire departments seek
involvement from the public and as a re-
sult have strong community support.

It is obvious why a business must keep
in touch with what its customers need.
But why would a fire department listen
to the public? Chief John Olson, West
Sadona, Arizona, gives the perfect rea-
son. Says he: “When we put our organi-
zation chart together, above the elected
officials is the electorate—they are in our
chain of command.” The responsibility
to the public is summed up by Chief Rog-
er Philips, San Diego, California: “That
is the citizens’ money we are spending.
We must be concerned with balancing
the budget and being cost effective.”

Close to the customer means being in-
volved all the time—not just when the
alarm bell goes off. Chief Tom Canfield,
Midwest City, stays in touch with all
that is going on in the city. “In my six
years as chief I have attended 98 percent
of the council meetings . . . 95 percent
of the time there is no fire department
business going on at all, but every time
the council looks up it sees me—not just
when I need something.”

It doesn’t matter what size the fire de-
partment is—it must listen to the public.
In New York City, the department lis-
tens to its local neighborhoods through
community boards. Chief John
O’Rourke said, “When they [the neigh-
borhood] tell us something that they
want or need, we evaluate it and make
every effort to give it to them.”

Chief Bill Burross, Memphis, gave a

clear example of how local involvement
is a two-way street. He explained, “The
whole neighborhood became involved in
a fire station beautification project.
They planted grass and flowers and
shrubs. They feel it is their fire station;
they want to be part of it and involved
with it.”
People: The Most Valuable Asset. A
fire department is only as good as its
people. Excellent departments believe
this and do everything possible to devel-
op and utilize their members’ talents
throughout the organization.

“Our people are not the enemy,” said
Phoenix Chief Alan Brunacini. “Our ri-
val in the system is service delivery. It
isn’t the people, it isn’t the Union, it
isn’t the city, it isn’t the citizen. It’s the
fact that there are buildings on fire and
there are people who are having various
kinds of emergencies. That is what the
challenge really ought to be.”
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25 Excellent Fire Departments

Excellent fire departments truly value
their people. In San Diego, according to
Chief Philips, “What we try to instill in
everyone—secretary, mechanic, fire-
fighter and deputy chief—is that his job
is to serve the public, that all jobs are
important to the overall effort of the fire
department. It’s appreciated and it’s val-
ued.”

The chiefs expressed a sincere level of
concern for their people. Chief Taliaferro
of Charlottesville put it simply: “We try
to put a lot of emphasis on the little
things with our people—dealing with the
little complaints that people have. It’s
the small things that make the differ-
ence.” Chief Ken Elmore, Palm Beach,
expressed his deep commitment to devel-
oping his people: “The way I get my
kicks is seeing the department grow and
improve. I'm not talking about bricks
and mortar. ’'m talking about people.
That’s what the department is. If they
can grow and improve then that gives me
my kicks and I have fun af it.”

The excellent fire departments are
committed to using their most valuable
assets. Unfortunately, it is not always

“_
It’s not up to me to
come up with all the
ideas . . . it is up to me
to seek input from the
rank and file.

the case, according to Chief Larry
McMillan, Fort Worth: “My concern
throughout my fire service career has
been the underutilization of its tal-
ent . . . my goal is to utilize that talent,
put it to work and provide the service we
are capable of giving.”

Autonomy. Excellent fire departments
realize that the person who knows how
to do the job best and how it could be
done better is most likely the person do-
ing the job. Management must foster in-
dividual creativity and innovation. This
translates into letting people do their
jobs, delegating and realizing that the
chief cannot do it alone.

“It’s not a one-man show,” said Seat-
tle Chief Harris. “It’s not really up to me
to come up with all the creative and in-
novative ideas, but it is up to me to seek
input from the rank and file . . . on
how to do a better job.” Chief Brunacini,
Phoenix, says, “I’'m the easiest person in
the world to help.”

The Charlotte, North Carolina, Fire
Department puts the management re-
sponsibility where it belongs—with the
company officer “that allows them to be

(continued on page 82)
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IN SEARCH OF FIRE SERVICE EXCELLENCE

(continued from page 48) .- ; -

the boss, to be the manager, to be the
supervisor, to be the chief,” says Chief
Blackwelder.

Chief Elmore, Palm Beach, gives us in-
sight into why we need to encourage au-
tonomy. “They want to see their ideas
work. That is what makes it work.”
Values. The leadership of excellent fire
departments, especially the chief, plays a
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significant role in shaping the value sys-
tem of the department. For better or for
worse, the chief sets the tone for the atti-
tude of the organization.

When asked what values they try to
instill in their organizations, the chiefs
gave predictable answers: honesty, loyal-
ty, high expectations, pride, respect. But
those were not the gut-level feelings that
were evident in every chief. It was the
joy, the enthusiasm, the excitement in
their voices when they talked about their

departments during our telephone inter-
views. That is what they instill in their
organizations. From the tone in their
voices, they seemed to be a group of
rookies on graduation day. These chiefs
were at the beginning of their careers,
not the end.

Training. Excellent fire departments
encourage individual, group and organi-
zational growth. They believe they can
be better and know they must be better
to meet future challenges.

The chiefs gave a lot of the credit for

excellence to their training efforts in
terms of quality, quantity and commit-
ment. From basic recruit training to offi-
cer development, training was equated
with excellence. Chief Elmore, Palm
Beach, said, “We are not brick layers.
We don’t practice all our needed skills
every day. We must constantly drill and
train to stay competent.” Noted Chief
Don Manning of Los Angeles City: “I'm
preparing the next chief té*do a better
job than me.”
What Wasn’t Mentioned. A very in-
teresting fact is that none of the chiefs
equated their fire department’s firefight-
ing capabilities with its excellence. Fire-
fighting was never mentioned. The
chiefs credited their excellence with their
prevention program, EMS delivery, pub-
lic education and community involve-
ment programs. Chief Brunacini came
the closest to mentioning firefighting
when he said, “When the bell hits and
it’s showtime, the people perform.” Chief
Manning did talk about the LAFD’s In-
cident Command System, but said that
“the professional and personal care we
give to the victims is what makes us out-
standing.” It may be that in the excellent
fire departments, firefighting capabili-
ties are a given. Excellent performance
has become the norm.

Three of the principles identified by
Peters and Waterman were not identi-
fied. First, excellent fire departments are
not sticking to the knitting - they are be-
coming more and more diversified in an
effort to meet the needs of the public.
The next two principles dealing with
form and loose/tight controls could not
be identified using the interview tech-
nique; on-site observation would be nec-
essary.

Conclusion

This, we feel, is an interesting and via-
ble way to measure changes occurring in
fire departments, not just for the 25 de-
partments mentioned, but for all of us in
the fire service. There is no magic to be-
ing an excellent fire department, because
all of us can use these basic principles. A
fire department’s success is limited only
by its personnel. And we all know that
fire service personnel can do anything, if
thev want to. (R
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