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ABSTRACT 

The city of Riverside Fire Department has witnessed a dramatic departure of many of 

its experienced managers and leaders.  This has challenged the Department in filling 

those positions with qualified individuals.  The problem that prompted this research is 

that the City of Riverside Fire Department has not identified succession development 

needs to prepare personnel for advancement into management positions. 

The purpose of this applied research project was to identify succession development 

needs within the city of Riverside Fire Department to prepare personnel for advancement 

into management positions.   

Historical and descriptive research methods were used in order to answer the 

following research questions:  

1. What succession development issues apply to preparing personnel for management 

positions? 

2. What are other agencies doing to prepare personnel for management positions? 

3. What is the current level of management development in the city of Riverside Fire 

Department? 

4. What succession development components should be included in preparing personnel 

for management positions in the city of Riverside Fire Department? 

The procedures used for this research project encompassed the examination of 

published articles, books, applied research papers, personal interviews, and an analysis of 

historical events within the Riverside Fire Department. 
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The results revealed succession development is a serious concern for many fire 

service leaders.  Those few fire departments that have successful development programs 

do so by mutual obligation by the participants and the organization.     

The recommendations are that the Riverside Fire Department develop a 

succession development plan that outlines professional development; form a coalition 

with other local departments and the community college to develop a fire officer 

academy; conduct a job profile analysis to identify the skills and competencies essential 

to effectively perform the duties of targeted positions; develop a career development 

manual to provide guidance. 
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INTRODUCTON 

 
 Effective managers and leaders are essential to the successful operation and 

development of every organization.  Executive fire officers of today are being instructed 

on the need to transform from a reactive to proactive conception.  However, like other 

organizations, the fire service has lacked in management development programs for their 

personnel.  As fire department managers we’re not only responsible to prepare our 

personnel to be successful in their current position, but also for advancement into 

management positions.  As leaders we must recognize and accept our responsibility to 

prepare our successors by an effective succession development program.  The problem is 

the city of Riverside Fire Department has not identified succession development needs to 

prepare personnel for advancement into management positions. 

The purpose of this applied research project is to identify succession development 

needs within the city of Riverside Fire Department to prepare personnel for advancement 

into management positions.   

A combination of historical and descriptive research was utilized to answer the 

following research questions:  

1.  What succession development issues apply to preparing personnel for management 
     positions? 
 
2.  What are other agencies doing to prepare personnel for management positions? 

3. What is the current level of management development in the city of Riverside Fire 

      Department? 

4. What succession development components should be included in preparing personnel 

      for management positions in the city of Riverside Fire Department? 
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BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE 

 The city of Riverside Fire Department is a fully paid career fire department of 218 

personnel that provides services to a population of 265,000 people.  The City 

encompasses approximately 80 square miles of diverse terrain.  The Riverside Fire 

Department has, like many fire departments, expanded its services to include hazardous 

materials response, technical rescue, advanced medical services and many other services 

as we engage in an all-embracing public safety emphasis. The primary focus on services 

is providing a community based fire department through professionally trained personnel.   

 Since the beginning of 1999 the city of Riverside Fire Department has 

experienced unusual growth and turnover in its personnel.  In 1999 the Riverside City 

Council increased the fire department’s staffing in the Operations Division by 30 new 

firefighters.  Turnover in personnel can be attributed to a new enhancement in the 

retirement options available to public entities.  Riverside is a member of the California 

Public Employees’ Retirement System (CalPERS).  This retirement enhancement has 

resulted in an earlier retirement for many public safety personnel in Riverside and 

throughout California.  Since this increase in staffing and retirement enhancement, the 

department has hired 74 entry-level firefighters in the Operations Division.  The 

Operations Division consists of 48 captains, 48 engineers, and 90 firefighters. 

 Since the early 90’s the Department experienced a relatively low turnover in 

personnel.  The new retirement enhancement was enacted in March 2002 and has created 

a loss of many tenured personnel who were holding years of experience, knowledge and 

understanding about how to manage the everyday operations of the department.  What's 

further alarming is the additional numbers of senior personnel eligible to retire.   
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In 1993 the fire chief at that time instituted an officer development program to 

develop current fire officers.  The program was mandatory for all officers and was 

presented on-duty.  Once all officers completed the program it was offered to those 

aspiring to become an officer on a voluntary basis.  The program was presented over two 

two-week periods.  Aspiring officers were allowed to attend on duty days but also had to 

attend on non-duty days.  In 1996 the officer development program was discontinued due 

to a lack of voluntary involvement from aspiring officers.  Personnel at that time did not 

want to volunteer their time to attend the four-week program.   The City has very 

minimal minimum standards for promotion.  The department is bound by contract to fill 

all promotional vacancies except chief officers from within the Department.  

The impact of the problem will soon become apparent as the department will not 

have enough qualified personnel ready to fill key positions.  It is projected that the 

current promotional list will be exhausted by upcoming retirements.  The department has 

not addressed succession development to fit the ever-evolving workforce to ensure the 

right people are in the right places at the right times.  Sufficient resources have not been 

allocated to prepare employees to take on the necessary management and leadership roles 

to help the organization.  This problem is not unique to Riverside alone.  Many fire 

departments in California are experiencing earlier than usual retirements of experienced 

managers and leaders.  Leaders of the California fire service believe we are in the initial 

phase of an unprecedented mass turnover.  They are predicting the loss of many more 

tenured personnel for at least the next five years.  

This research project was completed according to the applied research 

requirements of the National Fire Academy’s Executive Fire Officer Program.  The 
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problem addressed by this research project related specifically to Unit 6 of the Executive 

Leadership course titled: “Succession/Replacement Planning” (NFA, 2000).  This unit 

built a case for succession planning as a critical component of organizational strategy.  

Effective succession development will provide an organized and systemic way to ensure 

employees are capable, competent and willing to succeed in management and leadership 

positions. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Executive fire officer development programs and “the state of career development 

is getting worse” (Coleman, 2000, p. 116) or is non-existent.  However, leadership 

programs such as the Executive Fire Officer Program of the National Fire Academy is 

developing many present and future leaders in understanding and emphasizing the 

importance of leadership development (Executive Fire Officer Program, 2001). Buzzotta 

and Lefton (1997) advocate that “every organization must face the reality that leadership 

changes—whether due to an early retirement, a disabling illness, unexpected 

resignation…are part of doing business and must be anticipated” (p. 13).  Leadership 

development must be identified as a priority to every organization to prevent a leadership 

void in an organization that could have a devastating impact (Vouglas, 1998). 

Succession development is becoming a high priority, especially in California.  

The fire service in California is experiencing an unexpected turnover in experienced 

personnel including many of their leaders.  It is estimated the California fire service will 

lose approximately 40-60% of its current workforce by the year 2006 (D. Carlson, 

personal communication, August 12, 2002).  Many fire departments throughout the 

United States are facing huge numbers of senior managers eligible for retirement.   
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Rohr (2000) found many seasoned leaders of the Fairfax County Fire and Rescue 

Department retiring.  The forecast of this mass turnover is an anticipated leadership void 

and the future training and educational needs to meet the void.  This turnover of 

personnel is attributed to enhanced retirement benefits recently established and an aging 

workforce from the 1970’s when an additional shift of personnel was added (Revere, 

2002).   

With the exodus of many experienced personnel training those to fill the void 

becomes critical.  Coleman (2001) asserts that “we should be trying to do everything we 

can to prepare the next generation for the eventuality of command” (p. 26).  Fleming 

(2002) finds one of the most important challenges of today’s fire service “is the 

development of personnel to assume positions of leadership within the department”  

(p. 36).  Many private and public business leaders agree the success of any business is 

directly related to people.  Pandolfi (1999) finds “the single most important route to 

business success is putting the right people in the right job” (p. 75).  The organizations 

that are going to succeed are those who look to the future and develop strategic plans that 

plan for succession development (Rohr, 2000).  

In many cases the fire service requires “employment and or promotional 

candidates to have completed specific courses as a minimum competency in order to 

compete for positions on the career ladder” (Evergreen Valley College, 2002).  

Armstrong (1997) suggests a certification process to ensure personnel will have a 

minimum amount of knowledge at that level.  Rohr (2000) suggests “management 

development is an approach to ensure personnel with the proper qualifications and 

experience are available to fill key roles when needed” (p. 8).  Developing personnel and 
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the promotional process has many challenges for fire service leaders.  Sample (1996) 

finds in his research the issue of unions and the tradition of promotion by seniority is 

touched upon in most discussions.  Sample also states his department “will have to sell 

the union on the benefits to the employee, the department and the community” (p.12) in 

order to implement any minimum qualifications for advancement.   

Coleman (2001) finds a decline in personnel interested in moving into 

management positions.  He states “fewer and fewer people want to move up in the 

hierarchy” (p. 24).  Sample (1996) also identified a problem with a limited pool of 

qualified and competent personnel from which to select internal management candidates 

to fill future vacancies.  Coleman suggested that people are happier with their lifestyle 

now that the Fair Labor Standards Act has allowed them to count on overtime as a stable 

form of income.  Coleman (1988) also finds many of the once highly motivated, energetic 

and competitive candidates go professionally dormant.  On the other hand Coleman 

speaks to selecting one’s successor.  He cautions it “smacks of favoritism, croneyism, 

cliques, and polarity in an organization” (p.23).   

The fire service continues to experience many critical challenges and growth 

opportunities in developing tomorrow’s leader.  Rohr (2000) states that “organizational 

development needs to be tied to an effective program that provides insight to the future 

for managers” (P. 19).  He suggests a well-planned rotation policy as a method to develop 

personnel and bring fresh viewpoints to an organization.   Buckner and Slavenski (2000) 

recommend “planning structured activities that enable executives to acquire leadership 

skills naturally as a part of their professional growth” (p.79).  
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 Kefalas (1997) discusses an officer development academy in Oregon that has 

evolved into a program that benefits all personnel including the fire chief.  This three-

week development program is a collaborative effort between five fire agencies, the local 

community college and the Oregon Bureau of Public Safety Standards and Training.  

Those that complete the program gain Fire Officer certification and receive college 

credits toward a degree.   Each department pays tuition of $300 per student that generates 

enough money to hire quality outside instructors.  Kefalas reports glowing reviews by the 

participants.  

In order to determine the developmental opportunities many agencies participate 

in an assessment process.  The City of Roseville (California) Fire Department evaluates 

seven critical dimensions necessary for officer development.  Those dimensions are 

leadership, problem solving/decision making, interpersonal skills, professional demeanor, 

organizational skills and oral and written communications (K. Wagner, personal 

communication, September 23, 2001).   Buzzotta and Lefton (1997) also recommend an 

assessment of personnel to determine strengths and weaknesses that will require 

development.  The Orange County Fire Authority, California (OCFA) completed a 

“needs assessment” to determine and prioritize personnel development needs.  They 

identified the top five development needs as resolving conflict, leading through vision, 

inspiring others, building teams and coaching for improvement (Brame and McIntoch, 

2000). 

The assessment process in Roseville is conducted by a consultant and provides 

participants with recommendations for improving existing skills or developing other 

essential skills.  The results are outlined in a report to the fire chief and provide a 
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recommendation for a citywide strategic approach toward leadership development (K. 

Wagner, personal communication, September 23, 2001).  

The Orange County Fire Authority developed and instituted a professional growth 

program that is designed to provide participants with the opportunity to gain a variety of 

leadership experiences.  The program was built on the following concepts and ideas: 

• For an organization to sustain long-term growth and development, leadership 

must be sought out at all levels. 

• Any growth in the organization must come from the premise that you grow an 

organization one person at a time. 

• To be an effective organizational leader, a person must first have a clear 

understanding of self and a respect for the concept of service. 

• True leadership isn’t a matter of organizational position or rank, but rather a 

matter of action (Brame and McIntoch, 2000, p.58). 

The OCFA program is presented in 12 sessions over a 12-month period and is based on a 

partnership between the organization and the participants.  Participants must commit to 

attend all sessions and they must make arrangements to ensure their involvement doesn’t 

cost the department anything in lost time.  The program provides for both personal 

development and organizational growth (Brame & McIntoch, 2000). 

Coleman (1988) finds some of the critical components to personal development is 

the ability to move vertically or horizontally into other career opportunities.  Texas 

Instruments also supports lateral moves within the company to other departments or 

divisions (Flynn, 1998).  Coleman also finds the performance evaluation system that 

incorporates an assessment of a candidate’s potential for promotion is necessary.  
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Another important element Coleman (1988) suggests “is the opportunity to achieve.  The 

more open and universal an organization is regarding opportunities, the more likely skill 

development will occur on the part of many individuals instead of one” (p. 25).  

Fleming (2002) finds that as personnel advance through the organization those 

functional areas of knowledge change.  Areas such as fire, rescue or hazardous materials 

decrease in importance to a chief officer, whereas they would increase at the company 

officer level.  Some skills such as human and communication skills remain constant as 

personnel advance through the officer ranks.  Buzzotta and Lefton (1997) assert that an 

organization must first determine where it’s going in order to determine the skills and 

competencies necessary to develop personnel.  Baker (1995) states that personnel 

development should be based on a “complete and formalized job analysis of each fire 

officer level within a given department…. Once the department has an analysis to guide 

its fire officer developmental process, it should turn its focus to what skill/abilities are 

absent in its officer candidates” (p. 20).   Sample (1996) also finds that “a complete 

understanding of the critical competencies is required for effective job performance”  

(p. 29). 

Coleman (2000) advocates a career development process that balances the 

emphasis on the technical aspects with the development of knowledge, skills and abilities 

that transcends the issues facing the fire service of today.  Coleman suggests a balanced 

development with a focus on constant improvement, role modeling and mentoring, and a 

personal evaluation of strengths and weaknesses. 

The Phoenix Fire Department has developed a career handbook to provide career 

guidance for all their members.  They identify career development as a benefit to both the 
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member and the department.  It is based on two primary obligations, motivation and 

opportunity.  Opportunities are provided by the organization and the member provides 

motivation.  The department recommends for those interested in management positions to 

obtain academic education and seek job rotation.  Personnel are granted vacation leave to 

accommodate educational schedules.  A vital part of their career development is based on 

in-service training, City of Phoenix employee development programs, and a tuition 

reimbursement program (Eismann, 1997).    

Baker (1995) concluded in his research that “no formalized and comprehensive 

succession planning program is in place to effectively meet the challenges facing future 

fire service organizations and their officers” (p.3).  The fire service leadership must 

establish a foundation for career development and provide organizational support and 

direction to assist personnel with career development (Coleman, 1998; Knight, 2000; 

Rohr, 2000; Sample, 1996). Individuals must provide the motivation and take 

responsibility for their career development (Coleman, 1998; Knight, 2000).   

Public and private agency leaders must be able to identify future leaders and look 

strategically into the future (Rohr, 2000).  Texas Instruments leadership team has set 

improving individual development as one of three business priorities.  Each of their more 

than 40,000 personnel must submit a personal development plan that is agreed on 

between the individual and supervisor.  McLagan (1996) discusses the use of a job 

competency model to identify career development and as a focal point for organizational 

development.   Competency models are developed on strategies that determine the 

competencies that are most crucial to obtaining the results required by the job.  He 
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recommends a model that is able to recognize the competency in action which can 

recognize opportunities for competence and recommend development needs. 

Many leaders in the public and private sector are recognizing the importance of 

succession development.  Changing organizations are successful by having the right 

people in the right place at the right times.  Organizational leaders cannot devise a 

succession development program by simply copying another’s plan.  Organizations must 

develop a program that pertains to the specific issues facing each organization (Buckner 

& Slavenski, 2000).  

The city of Riverside Fire Department (RFD) has conducted a fire officer 

development program to develop or enhance skills and abilities necessary to perform the 

duties and responsibilities of a fire officer.  The theme of the program is based on the fire 

officers’ roles and responsibilities, leadership, strategy and tactics, fire prevention, and 

report writing.  The class length is four weeks and encompasses approximately 180 

hours.  The program is voluntary and requires as prerequisites five California State Fire 

Marshal (CSFM) officer certification courses.  The RFD also has a chief officer 

development program that is voluntary.  Prerequisites include education equivalent to a 

Bachelor’s degree, completion of CSFM Chief Officer certification and two years 

experience as a fire captain.  The program format is based on mentoring and self-paced 

assignments that include human resource management, public relations, administration, 

budgeting, and communication skills (D. Austin, personal communication, August 28, 

2002). 

The literature review influenced the research in regard to the benefits of rotating 

personnel to promote fresh viewpoints, flexibility and broadening the experiences of 
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future leaders.  It was also apparent that the literature focus was on having the right 

leadership for the execution of our plans and to plan the development of our personnel for 

the environment of tomorrow.   Coleman (1988, 2000, 2001) influenced this project by 

his strong stance and perception on succession development.  Coleman has written many 

articles for many years on the subject and it was obvious from his writings he had the 

foresight of a potential leadership void many years ago.  McLagan (1996) also influenced 

the research, which is summed up by his statement “we can no longer do the day-to-day 

management and development work for people.  Such action is costly and encourages 

codependence.  But we must provide the tools, guidelines, and learning support” (p. 65).  

Many authors expressed this same feeling that personnel development must be based on a 

joint partnership between the organization and its personnel.   

 

PROCEDURES 

The research procedure used in preparing this paper began with a literature review 

at the Learning Resource Center (LRC) in the National Emergency Training Center 

(NETC) during April of 2002.  Additional literature was obtained through the Interlibrary 

Loan Program (ILP) and was delivered to the Riverside Public Library in Riverside, 

California.  Literature was also used from the library at the Riverside Fire Department.  

Historical research was used to study and understand past events relating to succession 

development within the Riverside Fire Department.  Information was obtained from the 

city of Riverside Standard Operating Procedures guide and a personal interview with 

Dave Austin on August 28, 2002.  Dave Austin is the Training Division Chief of the city 

of Riverside Fire Department and has first hand knowledge of the events surrounding 
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personnel development within the Riverside Fire Department.  It was necessary to 

examine the past officer development program to anticipate and identify future obstacles 

to the development of personnel. 

The literature review included examination of journal articles, books, Riverside 

Fire Department memoranda, records and correspondence and National Fire Academy 

applied research papers.  On February 28, 2002 subject material specific to California fire 

departments was obtained from Fire Chief Marc Revere, Project Director for the Public 

Safety Baselines Needs Assessment Grant Project.  The Public Safety Baselines Needs 

Assessment Grant Project was initiated to determine the training and educational needs of 

the California fire service.   Chief Revere obtained subject information through an e-mail 

survey request to fire chiefs of all California fire departments. 

The literature review revealed several Executive Fire Officer papers on the 

subject of succession development and succession planning.  This fact indicates that this 

is not just a local problem, but it is indicative of a nationwide quandary.  The literature 

provided information on successful succession development programs in both the public 

and private sectors.  There were also many magazine articles specifically regarding the 

private sector and the necessity of succession development and planning.   

On September 23, 2001 the succession development program of the Roseville, 

California Fire Department was presented in detail at the California Fire Chiefs’ 

Association (CFCA) annual conference.  On August 12, 2002 a personal interview was 

conducted with Dave Carlson, Fire Chief of the Riverside Fire Department and President 

of the California Fire Chiefs’ Association.  He was selected for the interview because of 

his involvement in the succession development assessment of the California fire service.  
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He was able to provide valuable information concerning the large-scale movement of 

personnel and the future anticipated training and educational needs.  

On July 5, 2002 a professional development survey (see Appendix A) was sent 

out to 185 safety members of the city of Riverside Fire Department.  The purpose of the 

survey was to determine if personnel were interested in attending a professional 

growth/leadership academy and what time schedule would be most suitable.  Descriptive 

research was utilized to determine and report the current attitudes and opinions of 

personnel surrounding personal development. 

Limitations and Assumptions  
 

Of the 185 surveys sent out only 81 (43.8%) surveys were completed.  A larger 

return rate may have given a more accurate portrayal of the current frame of mind of 

attending an officer development academy.  It can be assumed many of the respondents 

have settled into their career and have no desire for advancement or further training.  This 

fact may have affected the results.  Additionally, many respondents have less than three 

years with the department and have not determined their future goals for advancement.  It 

is assumed that all the surveys were answered truthfully and were unbiased.   

The research was limited by the lack of substantive professional books relating 

specifically to succession development.  Many of the professional articles researched 

only provided generalized information in relation to the problem and minimal possible 

solutions for implementing succession development.  The procedures used to complete 

this project were based on the assumption that all authors referenced performed objective 

and unbiased research in the preparation of their work.  
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Definition of Terms 

For the purpose of this project the following definition of terms is included to eliminate 

any ambiguous terms or concepts: 

California State Fire Marshal (CSFM) Officer Certification Courses: 40-hour training 

courses specifically designed around various management functions.  

Fire Officer: A fire service member whose responsibilities include supervision of others 

and or projects.  

Mentoring: the process by which one individual coaches and prepares another individual 

leading to desired behavioral and skill changes. 

Job Rotation: The practice of moving personnel through various job assignments to 

provide a broad knowledge base and gain experience in different aspects of an 

organization.  

 
RESULTS 

The analysis and interpretation of the findings included a review of all the literature, 

personal interviews and an analysis of the survey instrument.  The survey instrument was 

sent to all Operations personnel (185) within the Riverside Fire Department.  Eighty-one 

surveys were returned, equating to a 43.8% return rate.  The purpose of this applied 

research project was to identify succession development needs within the city of 

Riverside Fire Department in order to prepare personnel for advancement into 

management positions.  The research performed provided answers to the following 

research questions. 

1.  What succession development issues apply to preparing personnel for 

management positions? 
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Based on the literature reviewed much of the fire service is deficient in the area of 

succession development.  Sample (1996) found within the fire service an inherent lack of 

formal succession programs and a lack of organizational support to assist people with 

career development.  Coleman finds officer development programs and “the state of 

career development is getting worse” (2000, p. 116).  The organization must provide the 

direction and the standards for achievement and the “individual must provide the 

motivation and the intrinsic skill” (Coleman, 1988, p. 23). 

Fire departments that have used “job rotation” or moving personnel into staff 

assignments have realized benefits of placing current and future leaders in positions that 

require new skills and abilities.  However, those such as Armstrong find that “On the job 

training, may be enough to squeak by with, but it does not provide enough knowledge to 

be an effective leader” (1997, p. 10).  Rohr (2000) found that the work schedule and 

compensation were debilitating to personnel accepting a traditional eight to five work 

schedule which often accompanies a staff assignment. He also found that “public sector 

employees were often times very reluctant to voluntarily take on staff assignments” 

(p. 21). 

In many cases the fire service requires “employment and or promotional 

candidates to have completed specific courses as a minimum competency in order to 

compete for positions on the career ladder” (Evergreen Valley College, 2002). If 

minimum standards are established in order to move into upward positions, Sample finds 

his department “will have to sell the union on the benefits to the employee, the 

department and the community” (1996, p.12).  This view is also expressed in the city of 

Riverside Fire Department (D. Austin, personal communication, August 28, 2002).  
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Developing personnel and the promotional process has many challenges for fire service 

leaders.   Coleman (2001) finds a decline in personnel interested in moving into 

management positions.  He states “fewer and fewer people want to move up in the 

hierarchy” (p.24).  

2.  What are other agencies doing to prepare personnel for management 

positions? 

The Orange County Fire Authority (OCFA) developed a professional growth 

program that is designed to provide participants with the opportunity to gain a variety of 

leadership experiences.  The OCFA program is presented in 12 sessions over a 12-month 

period and is based on a partnership between the organization and the participants.  

Participants must commit to attend all sessions and they must make arrangements to 

ensure their involvement doesn’t cost the department anything in lost time.  The program 

provides for both personal development and organizational growth (Brame & McIntoch, 

2000). 

Rohr (2000) addressed the rotation of senior managers as a development tool.  He 

believes it provides managers with a broad base of knowledge and experience.  Rohr 

states “A well-defined rotation policy has many benefits to an organization.  It includes 

an organizational overview, encourages interdepartmental cooperation, and brings fresh 

viewpoints to different parts of the organization” (p. 30).  Kefalas (1997) discusses an 

officer development academy in Oregon that has evolved into a program that benefits all 

personnel including the fire chief.  This three-week development program is a 

collaborative effort between five fire agencies, the local community college and the 

Oregon Bureau of Public Safety Standards and Training.  Those that complete the 
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program gain Fire Officer certification and receive college credits toward a degree.  Each 

department pays tuition of $300 per student that generates enough money to hire quality 

outside instructors.  This program has received glowing reviews by the participants. 

 The City of Roseville Fire Department conducts an assessment center process to 

evaluate employee strengths and developmental opportunities.  Each participant receives 

a confidential evaluation that includes recommendations for improving existing skills or 

developing other essential skills.  They identify professional development opportunities 

as a high priority to prepare personnel for future promotional recruitments.   

The Phoenix Fire Department provides employees with a career development 

handbook to guide personnel in their career planning.  They acknowledge career 

development is an opportunity for employees to increase their responsibility and 

authority and achieve their potential.  They identify mutual obligations that must be 

recognized and fulfilled by both the member and the department.   The City of Phoenix 

offers employees tuition reimbursement to obtain formal education such as a Bachelor’s 

or Master’s degree.  They also provide many classes within the city organization 

specifically designed to improve employee skill levels.   Phoenix has also recognized the 

value of job rotation as an accepted part of management development. 

3.  What is the current level of management development in the city of Riverside 

Fire Department? 

The city of Riverside Fire Department conducts negligible officer training through 

its Training Division.  Officer training is presented to current fire officers and on 

occasion to those about to be promoted into an officer position.  Since 1996 there have 

been no structured developmental programs available within the Department for those 
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aspiring to promote into a higher position.  The main focus of the Training Division has 

been the continuance of mandatory training such as EMS, confined space rescue, 

hazardous materials response, and probationary firefighter training.  The city of Riverside 

Human Resources Department offers all employees many management development 

programs throughout the year.  These development programs cover many aspects 

necessary to become an effective manager.  These classes are offered at no cost to any 

City employee on a first come, first serve basis.  However, fire personnel generally do not 

apply due to minimum staffing levels and the lack of ability to attend on-duty. 

The Riverside Fire Department has presented, on two occasions, a Fire Officer 

development program to enhance those skills and abilities necessary to perform in a fire 

officer position.  The first program was presented to all current officers after an 

assessment of various management skills by an outside consultant.  The second offering 

was open to any candidates wishing to enter the program that had completed prerequisites 

identified in the program.   The officer development program was presented over two 

two-week periods and participation was voluntary.  Personnel were allowed to attend on 

duty days but had to volunteer their time on off-duty days.  Completion of the officer 

development program was not a requirement for promotion, only a strong 

recommendation.   

The promotional process within the Riverside Fire Department has recommended 

training standards for each position within the Department.  Those standards are highly 

recommended but not mandatory to seek promotion.  All of the highly recommended 

training standards are only available outside the Department.  The Department has not 

presented or made available the officer development program in over six years.  The 



 24

program has not been presented due to a lack of interest and participation from 

department members (D. Austin, personal communication, August 28, 2002). 

A Professional Development Survey (Appendix A) was sent to all Operations 

personnel within the Riverside Fire Department (RFD) to determine the level of support 

for an officer development program and ascertain the perception of individual skill levels. 

Of the 185 surveys sent out 81 (43.8%) surveys were returned.  Of the 81 personnel that 

returned surveys only eight personnel felt they were not adequately trained for their 

current position.  Generally, those who felt they were not adequately trained believed that 

the Department should provide more paramedic training on-duty.    

4.  What succession development components should be included in preparing 

personnel for management positions in the city of Riverside Fire Department? 

Providing management development must be identified as a priority in the 

organization to provide personnel the necessary skills to become successful.  As fire 

department leaders and managers we must become responsible for future development of 

our personnel.  With the departure of many experienced managers and leaders we should 

be doing everything we can to prepare personnel for the eventuality of command.  

Successful organizations are those who can prepare and place people in the right job for 

their skill level.  It is necessary to look to the future and develop strategic plans that plan 

for succession development.  The research revealed a need to first create employment 

profiles that describe employment qualifications and provide personnel with a complete 

understanding of the critical competencies for effective job performance.  

Fire departments such as Roseville and the city of Riverside have used an 

assessment process to determine participants’ strengths and developmental opportunities.  
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These were conducted by a consultant and found to be positive and supported by the 

participants.  The Professional Development Survey (Appendix A) had respondents 

conduct a self-evaluation of various skill levels.  The results (Appendix B) provide an 

overview of skill levels as determined by the respondents in the positions of firefighter, 

fire engineer, and fire captain.  The self-evaluation results can be viewed as a guide to 

provide future development opportunities.  

 The Orange County Fire Authority offers a 12-month leadership development 

program, which is covered in 10 one-day and two 2 ½-day sessions.  They find this 

schedule facilitates learning and is more accommodating for their personnel.  Of those 

surveyed in the Riverside Fire Department, that were interested in attending professional 

growth training, 59% (see Table 1) preferred a development program that was presented 

once a month.  

TABLE 1 

Academy Time Schedule 

 Captain Engineer Firefighter 

Once Per Week 9 6 7 

Once Per Month 9 4 19 

No Response 8 8 8 

 

  Those fire departments that offer personnel development programs approach 

development as a partnership between the organization and its personnel.  All the fire 

department development programs researched required voluntary participation by the 

participants.  Of those surveyed in the Riverside Fire Department 75% (see Table 2) 
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indicate they are interested in advancement and 84% of all respondents would be 

interested in a professional development program.  Sixty-eight percent responded they 

would participate voluntarily. 

TABLE 2 

Professional Growth 

 Advancement 
    Yes            No 

Professional Growth 
     Yes              No 

Voluntary Attendance 
     Yes              No 

Firefighter 33 1 29 4 26 8 

Fire Engineer 14 4 15 3 10 8 

Fire Captain 12 14 21 5 16 10 

Battalion Chief 2 1 3 0 3 0 

             

The results of the research determined that professional development is now 

becoming a high priority for many fire departments.  Due to retirement enhancements and 

the aging workforce many fire departments are finding themselves without properly 

trained personnel to fill management and leadership positions.  Those fire departments 

and private organizations that do have professional development programs operate under 

a partnership concept with participants.  All of the professional development programs 

researched had a volunteer component.  Participants had to donate some if not all of their 

time to attend development academys or institutes.   
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DISCUSSION 

The literature review revealed a great concern by many fire department leaders on 

having properly trained personnel to assume management and leadership positions 

(Baker, 1995; Coleman, 1988; Knight, 2000; Revere, 2002; Rohr, 2000).  Currently, the 

projected void on qualified personnel to assume management and leadership positions is 

so severe in California there is a study underway to quantify training expectations to 

identify succession development needs (Revere, 2002).  The Riverside Fire Department is 

one of those California fire departments concerned about preparing future managers and 

leaders (D. Carlson, personal communication, August 12, 2002). Many other fire 

departments throughout the United States are facing huge numbers of senior managers 

eligible for retirement and are concerned about a void in managers (Baker, 1995; 

Fleming, 2002; Rohr, 2000; Sample, 1996).   

Organizations must face the reality that leadership and management will change, 

and preparing for that change is part of doing business and must be anticipated in 

advance (Armstrong, 1997; Buzzotta and Lefton, 1999).  Coleman (1988, 2000, 2001) 

has discussed the importance of professional development and the need for fire service 

leaders to prepare personnel for the eventuality of command.   Buckner and Slavenski 

(2000) also find the organization responsible for developing employees in order for them 

to help the organization. 

In the private sector many of the larger corporations have succession development 

as part of their strategic plans and place a high priority on developing their personnel. 

This was also stressed in the Executive Leadership course of the National Fire Academy.   

Vouglas (1998) finds that succession development must be identified as a corporate 
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priority to prevent voids in management and leadership. The Riverside Fire Department 

(RFD) is one of many fire departments not formally preparing its personnel to assume 

management or leadership positions.  Most recently Coleman (2000) refers to officer 

development programs as becoming non-existent or deteriorating.  Researchers such as 

Baker (1995), Knight (2000), Rohr (2000), and Sample (1996) supported this view. 

Personnel within the RFD are provided opportunities to perform for short periods 

of time in management positions as on the job training.  Armstrong (1997) and Coleman 

(2000) find on the job training programs inadequate as far as providing enough 

knowledge to be safe and effective as a manager or leader.  Armstrong (1997) advocates 

a certification process to ensure personnel will have a minimum amount of knowledge to 

perform at that position.     

Establishing new minimum standards or changing current standards required for 

promotion is generally considered a change in working conditions by employee unions 

and must be negotiated.  This has been an accepted position within the City of Riverside.  

The city of Riverside Fire Department has “highly recommended” standards for the 

various management positions.  They are not mandatory standards in order to get 

promoted.  Sample (1996) also found the issue of unions and the tradition of promotion 

by seniority is touched upon in most of his discussions.  Sample states his department 

“will have to sell the union on the benefits to the employee, the department and the 

community” (1996, p.12) in order to implement any minimum qualifications for 

advancement.  Coleman (2001) and this researcher wonder if the fire service will see the 

talent pool dwindle so that mediocrity becomes the watchword of our selection process.  

The RFD is seeing entire promotional lists exhausted to fill vacant management and 
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leadership positions.  Due to the amount of current and future openings it will no longer 

be possible to select only the best-prepared personnel. 

The opportunities for advancement into management and leadership positions are 

increasing and those personnel willing to assume these positions are declining.  

Researchers such as Baker (1995) and Sample (1996) identified a problem with a limited 

pool of qualified and competent personnel from which to select internal management 

candidates.  Coleman (2001) finds a decline in personnel interested in moving into 

management positions.  He discusses an unusual phenomenon  “absolutely nobody wants 

to move up to the higher ranks in the fire service” (2001, p. 24).  He suggests that people 

are happier with their lifestyle now that the Fair Labor Standards Act has allowed them to 

count on overtime as a stable form of income.   

Overtime in the RFD has caused many employees to give up their second job that 

at one time was common in the fire service.  Personnel in the RFD are able to earn more 

working in an almost unlimited overtime atmosphere than working a secondary job that 

does not pay nearly as well.  Some of the top overall salary earners come from the lower 

ranks.  There is little overall financial incentive to move up the ladder because there are 

fewer positions, which results in less overtime.  Coleman also finds many of the once 

highly motivated, energetic and competitive candidates go professionally dormant.  He 

asks a very matter-of-fact question of readers “has the well gone dry” (2001, p.24).  The 

RFD has seen a recent decline in the number of personnel applying for management 

positions.  However, 75% of those surveyed indicated they were interested in promotion 

at some point in their career.  
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Effective leadership and management are essential for the fire service as we 

continue to progress toward the professionalism we inspire to reach.  In order to continue 

to advance the fire service we must place personnel development as a priority.  Coleman 

(1988) favors an attitude around the environment with opportunity and preparation being 

the key.  The opportunity should be there for advancement however; the responsibility is 

shared between the individual and the organization to prepare them for those positions.  

The research indicates there are successful personnel development programs in 

place.  The Orange County Fire Authority is providing the opportunity for personnel 

development in a joint partnership with its membership (Brame & Mcintosh, 2000).  Five 

fire departments in the Pacific Northwest have banded together to create an officers 

academy.  They have formed a coalition working toward a common goal, developing 

personnel.  The program which is supported by the local unions has been successful for 

both the departments and students (Kefalas, 1997).  The Phoenix Fire Department also 

provides professional development opportunities to its members which centers around 

partnership and volunteerism.   

The Professional Development Survey of the RFD revealed that 68% would 

consider volunteering their time to attend a professional development academy.  

However, many stated they would prefer the training on-duty or be compensated for their 

off-duty time.  The Fire Officer Development Program that was presented in the RFD 

was presented over a two, two-week period.   Personnel found this schedule to be 

constricting and difficult with family obligations.  Fifty-nine percent of those interested 

in development responded that once a month would be most suitable to their schedule.  

Forty-one percent would support a once a week program for four hours.  The Orange 
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County Fire Authority found a 12-month schedule most suitable to its personnel and 

facilitated learning (Brame & Mcintosh, 2000).     

Riverside fire personnel have a strong desire to perform well and seek further 

development in their position.  Eighty-four percent of those surveyed in the RFD reported 

they were interested in professional development.  Of the 16% that were not interested in 

professional development their reasons were generally due to impending retirement. The 

implications for the Riverside Fire Department are significant if the Department ignores 

the development needs of a changing workforce.  The shear volume of future openings in 

the Riverside Fire Department in management and leadership positions will place some 

personnel into these positions without being properly prepared.  Inadequately prepared 

personnel affect the overall operation of the Department and escalate the chances of 

injury to crews and the public we serve.   The research supported the statement by  

Rohr who stated that “management development is an approach to ensure personnel with 

the proper qualifications and experience are available to fill key roles when needed” 

(2000, p. 8).        

There is no question professional development is beneficial to the organization 

and its members.  The literature review overwhelmingly expressed this view.  Those fire 

departments that have development programs find success by partnering with 

participants.  The research was also clear that no professional development program 

would succeed without executive level support.  This researcher reached the same 

conclusion as Knight who states “Individuals must be active participants and be held 

accountable for their own career development.  In the end, all the educational 

opportunities, incentives, career development, coaching, and other programs are only 
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effective if individuals utilize them.  Individuals must be aware of what is expected and 

encouraged to actively participate in their own career development” (2000, p. 22). 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

As a result of this research the following recommendations are made in order to address 

the problem of succession development needs to prepare personnel for advancement into 

management and leadership positions within the Riverside Fire Department. 

 1.  Develop a succession development plan that outlines professional development 

in the Riverside Fire Department.  The plan should be incorporated into the Department’s 

strategic plan and receive the appropriate funding and support to be implemented.  The 

plan should be developed with the participation of the management staff and Firefighters’ 

Union.  This will provide the necessary ownership and drive the success of the program.  

It will also outline the mutual obligations of the members and the organization.  The plan 

should remain flexible, as it will need to evolve to meet the changing needs of the fire 

service and its personnel.    

2.  Form a coalition with other local departments and the community college to 

develop a fire officer academy.  The main goal should focus on giving employees a full 

toolbox to do their job and be successful.  By joining together we will be able to provide 

an educational opportunity that one department could not do individually.  Involving 

other departments should also provide enough participants on a continuous basis to 

efficiently conduct the program.   It will also develop relationships with the personnel 

that provide mutual and automatic aid to each other.      
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3.  Conduct a job profile analysis to identify the skills and competencies essential 

to effectively perform the duties of targeted positions.  This should be based on 

organizational values and current management philosophies.  Once this is completed an 

assessment and evaluation of personnel skill and competencies should be completed to 

determine development needs.   This assessment should be conducted by a consultant 

with expertise in this field.  Each person should receive a personal development plan that 

is specific to his or her developmental needs.  Additionally, minimum educational and 

technical goals should be established for all positions. 

4.  Develop a comprehensive career development manual similar to the Phoenix 

Fire Department.  The manual should provide career guidance for all personnel of the 

Riverside Fire Department.  It should also outline the positions and classifications 

available within the Riverside Fire Department and the preparation necessary to achieve 

them.  These guides should be reviewed and presented to all current and new members 

entering the Department. 

Finally, it is recommended for future readers and those wishing to implement 

succession development to consider the critical importance of developing our personnel.  

Personnel development will provide the organization with knowledgeable, effective and 

productive personnel who will ultimately magnify the professionalism of the fire service. 
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APPENDIX A 

CITY OF RIVERSIDE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT SURVEY 
 
1.  How many years have you been with the Riverside Fire Department? __________ 
 
2. How many years have you been in the Fire Service with a fully paid career 

department? ___________ 
 
3.  What is your current position within the City of Riverside Fire Department? 
     __________________________________________________________________ 
 
4.  In your opinion, do you feel you are adequately trained for your current position? If  
     not, what are your training needs? 
     __________________________________________________________________ 
 
     __________________________________________________________________ 
 
5.  What are your goals for advancement within the organization? ________________ 
      __________________________________________________________________ 
 
6.  If the Department instituted a professional growth / leadership academy would you be   
     interested in attending?  _________________________________________________ 
 
7. Would you attend a professional growth / leadership academy if it were voluntary? 

____________________________________________________________________ 
 
8. If you participated in a voluntary academy what time schedule would be most 
      suitable? (e.g. 1 day per month for 8 hours, 1 day per week for 4 hours, etc.) 
      _____________________________________________________________________ 
 
      _____________________________________________________________________ 
 
9.  Please rate the following subjects according to “how skilled” you are to operate in     
     these areas.  Rate each item from 1 – 10 (1- no skill to 10 – very skilled). 
      
     Incident Command System _____  Leadership   _____ 
     Written Communication  _____  Setting Standards  _____ 
     Verbal Communication  _____  Organization   _____ 
     Evaluative Technique  _____  Motivation   _____ 
     Conflict Resolution  _____  Achieving Goals  _____ 
     Reports and Records  _____  Rewarding Personnel  _____ 
     Disciplinary Action  _____  Mentoring   _____ 
     Coaching    _____  Fire Ground Operations _____ 
PLEASE RETURN THE COMPLETED SURVEY TO DEPUTY CHIEF EARLEY BY 
JULY 26.   
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APPENDIX B 

OVERVIEW OF SKILL LEVELS 

Skill Level: Minimal Average Above Average 
Captain    
Written 

Communication 
 12 14 

Oral Communication  11 15 
Evaluative 1 15 10 

Conflict 1 17 8 
Reports  9 17 

Disciplinary 1 20 5 
Coaching  8 18 

Leadership  9 17 
Setting Standards  14 12 

Organization  15 11 
Motivation  9 17 

Achieving Goals  6 20 
Rewarding 
Personnel 

 10 16 

Mentoring  14 12 
Fire Ground OPS  10 16 

ICS  13 13 
    

Engineer    
Written 

Communication 
3 14 1 

Oral Communication  8 10 
Evaluative 2 14 2 

Conflict 3 11 5 
Reports  16 2 

Disciplinary 6 10 2 
Coaching 1 10 6 

Leadership  15 3 
Setting Standards 1 10 7 

Organization 2 9 7 
Motivation  4 13 

Achieving Goals 1 5 12 
Rewarding 
Personnel 

2 8 8 

Mentoring 1 10 7 
Fire Ground OPS  10 8 

ICS 3 14 1 
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Skill Level: Minimal Average Above Average 
Firefighter    

Written 
Communication 

2 13 18 

Oral Communication  14 20 
Evaluative 8 21 5 

Conflict 5 16 13 
Reports 1 18 15 

Disciplinary 14 17 3 
Coaching 7 15 12 

Leadership 4 14 16 
Setting Standards 3 16 15 

Organization 1 15 18 
Motivation 2 6 26 

Achieving Goals 1 8 25 
Rewarding 
Personnel 

10 10 14 

Mentoring 6 10 18 
Fire Ground OPS 1 18 15 

ICS 12 17 5 
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