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Overview  
The skills needed for modern firefighters has evolved significantly, with fighting fires and 
saving lives being only one part of a very demanding role. The need remains for them to use 
modern equipment to address the full range of emergencies they may face. Increasingly they 
are also required to effectively communicate with, engage and educate their community. 
Therefore, the requirements to be an effective modern firefighter are broad, yet specific, 
highlighting the need to have an effective recruitment strategy to support the identification of 
this talent.  

Three Welsh Fire and Rescue Services collaborated with Business Psychology Consultants 
at a&dc to redesign their recruitment process in light of a large recruitment campaign for 
Wholetime Firefighters. They worked together to utilise a range of fair, objective and mobile 
optimised online tools to make the Services’ recruitment accessible to a broader population.  

Challenge 
Fire and Rescue Services in Wales are provided by three fire and rescue authorities, 
covering North Wales, Mid and West Wales and South Wales (the Services). They planned 
to undertake a recruitment campaign at a time when the Services had not recruited any 
Wholetime Firefighters for three years. (Full-time or ‘Wholetime Duty’ Firefighters in Wales 
work on average 42 hours per week.) The Services were particularly concerned with 
ensuring the process identified the right talent to deal with the challenges of the modern fire 
service. And that it did so in a way that was inclusive, fair and objective.  

Essentially, the Services were keen to deliver a recruitment process that utilised technology 
and advancements in talent assessment to address the following requirements:  

• Timescales: Deliver a multi-lingual suite of online solutions within 13 weeks 

• Robust and engaging: Design a process that reflects the modern Fire and Rescue 
realities, and identifies talent that have the skills to be effective modern firefighters 

• Fair for all: The Services passionately believed that a more diverse workforce would 
bring benefits, such as greater innovation and creativity, and an understanding of 
how to serve its communities better. Therefore, it was extremely important that the 
assessments designed were fair to all groups 

• Cost effective: It was critical that the automated solutions were used to make the 
process as time and cost efficient as possible  

The Services chose to work with Business Psychologists at a&dc, as they had seen the 
benefits that Police Constabularies had in modernising their recruitment process when 
working with a&dc’s team of Consultants. The Consultants provided stakeholders evidence 
of these outcomes and put them in contact with other stakeholders within the police to help 
them explore what it would be like to work with a&dc. The evidence-based approach, 
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conferred by utilising Business Psychology processes, was essential in convincing the 
Services’ internal stakeholders that the process would deliver what was required.  

Approach 
The approach taken on this project was focused on addressing the requirements set out by 
the Services. After an initial exploratory piece of work was carried out to identify the suite of 
online tools to be used, the project commenced.  

Timescales 

The project had short timescales – 13 weeks – and a delivery date that could not be moved. 
Typically, a project of this size and complexity would require six to eight months for the team 
to deliver; especially as new mobile compatible software was specifically being designed for 
this project, and the assessments were also required to be available in both Welsh and 
English.  

To deliver this project, a&dc, the project sponsor and project manager for the ‘all Wales 
recruitment campaign’ needed to work closely with each other and had to be in constant 
communication.  

To support the successful delivery, the team took these steps:  

• Transparent Project Plan:  

They set out a clear project plan covering every step of the design, all deliverables, 
resources needed, and requirements for sign off. Due to the ambitious timelines, the 
project plan evolved and was updated accordingly. However, due to the effective 
communication and hard work of both teams, all of the overarching deliverables and 
timescales were adhered to 

• Job analysis in-situ:  

The job analysis was all carried out within Fire Stations and Training Centres, with a team of 
Business Psychologists in situ, interviewing staff whenever available (across nightshifts 
and dayshifts). This enabled a combination of job analysis and job shadowing to be 
carried out in very short timescales 

• Proactive software implementation:  

The software was implemented in advance of having the content ready, which required 
much more work from the team but enabled the delivery deadlines to be met 

Robust and Engaging Design  

Detailed job analysis was carried out to identify the core behaviours essential for being a 
modern firefighter. This influenced the assessment types chosen and the features of each of 
the tests. An existing framework of Personal Qualities and Attributes (PQAs) was also 
utilised. However, as part of the design process the Consultants identified additional required 
behaviours that were not reflected the framework, and these were included in the suite of 
tests designed.  

Senior management were also critical to the delivery of the project, and this buy-in was 
exemplified by over 300 employees being involved in the design and delivery of this project. 
In fact, of that 300, 50 were managers (Station Managers and Watch Managers) who were 
asked to be directly involved in the design and development of the suite of online tools.  

The online screening process thus designed consisted of four stages, all of which were 
chosen to deliver a specific benefit: a candidate registration page, an interactive Realistic 
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Job Preview (RJP), a Behaviour and Values Fit measure, and a Situational Judgement Test 
(SJT). To ensure that the process was available to a wider population of candidates, updates 
were made to the software to make the assessment components mobile compatible. Job 
performance data was also collected to ensure that the tests were valid and assessing 
performance in the role.  

Fair for All  

Before the assessments were implemented a review of SJT and ‘fairness’ literature was 
carried out. A review of test features – such as response type, rating scale and instructions – 
was also carried out to ensure the tests designed reflected best practice and incorporated 
learnings from previous projects.  

Once designed, the tests were reviewed by a range of diversity experts to ensure they were 
fair and did not discriminate against any applicants. Analysis was carried out based on a 
representative sample and all question content with higher d-values were dropped during the 
design process. (Cohen suggested that d=0.2 be considered a 'small' effect size, 0.5 
represents a 'medium' effect size and 0.8 a 'large' effect size. This suggests that if two 
groups' means do not differ by 0.2 standard deviations or more, the difference is trivial, even 
if it is statistically significant. See also McLeod, 2019.) 

Outcome 
Overall, the project was a success. The team delivered a set of multi-lingual assessments on 
time, despite demanding timescales, and saved over 203 working days in recruitment 
resources. Notably, the online suite of tools was later adopted by services across the United 
Kingdom, as evidence of its effectiveness.  

Robust and Engaging Design  

The test types designed were successfully deployed. During the design phase, 100% of 
Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) believed the content was fair to all groups and 96.5% said 
the test content was relevant. However, as with all processes and tools, constant monitoring 
and improvement is essential. The next year, an additional set of three Fire Service specific 
ability tests were added to the portfolio of online tools.  

The success and quality of the assessments meant that other Fire and Rescue Services 
later adopted this suite of online tests. Nine other services across England started using the 
suite of online tests, with over 15,000 applicants going through the process in England 
alone. Within two years of deployment, over 30,000 applicants were assessed by this 
process. 

Client Feedback 

“The system itself was very easy to use. Our recruitment process required two members of 
the HR team to facilitate the online testing. Traditionally, this would have required a whole 
team of people to be involved in the sifting and assessment stage, which has brought huge 
efficiencies in our processes…I would recommend using the process to any other Fire and 
Rescue service who is considering recruitment of firefighters.” - County Durham & Darlington 
FRS 

Fair for All  

Analysis of the fairness and validity of the staged process was carried out on a sample of 
17,000 candidates. Based on this analysis, the Behaviour and Values Fit measure does not 
demonstrate any Adverse Impact for minority groups when examining gender, ethnicity, 
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sexual orientation and age. The Situational Judgement Test did not demonstrate adverse 
impact for any group at the 45th percentile or below.  

This analysis was the subject of several conference papers, including ‘How to make 
Situational Judgement Tests Fairer’ (British Psychological Societies’ 2017 DOP 
Conference). This paper referenced the steps taken on this project to ensure the online tests 
were as fair as possible to specific minority groups.  

Cost Effective Process  

Three years prior, when a similar Wholetime Firefighter campaign was run, it required a 
much larger team of Assessors and required a total of 224 days of resources (£18,147.09) to 
process 2,096 application forms. This equated to £8.66 per application. This campaign 
required 21 days worth of resources (£2,106.58) and equated to 36p per application. Use of 
the tools provided an estimated saving of £49,000 in staffing costs because there was no 
manual assessing or inputting.  

 “If processed in the same way as in [the past] it would have taken up an enormous amount 
of resources, which we could ill afford in these days of budget cuts... the cost for the initial 
sifting was a 65% reduction in cost.” – Devon & Somerset FRS 
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