
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Life Saving Assessment 

Overview  
Few workers deal with life and death situations as much as those in the Fire Service; these 
are truly high-stakes jobs. This makes the application of Business Psychology, to address 
behavioural risks and optimise performance, especially valuable here. 

The forward-thinking West Midlands Fire Service recognized an opportunity to use science 
to address concerns raised around their Operational Preparedness. 

When optimal preparedness can save lives, focused individual assessment and 
development can be delivered to optimise success. And in highly specialised jobs, this 
should be done in highly customised ways. 

This case shows that learning from tragedy can have a long-term positive impact.  

Challenge 
A fire at a vegetable packing plant that took around 24 hours to control claimed the lives of 
four fire personnel. The Incident Commanders were accused of negligence with claims that 
tragedy resulted from heuristic-assisted decision-making (or bias). Claims were 
subsequently dropped but concerns remained.  

In another incident, a woman fell down a disused mine shaft and subsequently died. This 
case raised a new set of questions about responders’ knowledge, communication, co-
ordination and preparedness. 

What could the service learn from these tragedies? And could the threat of prosecutions 
make personnel more risk-averse in the future? Might that, in turn, impact their 
effectiveness? The West Midlands Fire Service contracted Business Psychologists to 
address these concerns. 

The Practitioners agreed to measure and evaluate the Service’s Operational Preparedness 
(OP), an essential consideration in their responses to the abovementioned incidents. At the 
time they found that no model of OP existed, so the first phase of work required them to 
evaluate OP at an organisational level.  

Approach 
In their Consultation with the West Midlands Fire Service, the Psychologists found the 
Service to be incredibly innovative, attempting to revolutionise public and staff safety. This 
gave them confidence that the application of robust scientific solutions would be respected. 

First, the Business Psychologists used job analyses and critical incident techniques to 
develop a model of OP. The five core elements of OP which emerged were:  

• Trust 

• Information Gathering 

• Incident Learning 
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• Skills  

• Experience 

This insight was used to inform an organisation-level Situational Judgement Test (SJT).  

Early Findings 
Overall, the findings suggested that West Midlands Fire Service were mostly prepared to 
deal with demanding incidents. But a higher risk group came to light: those with Crew, Watch 
or Station Commander positions, with 21-25 years’ service, appeared more prone to risky 
heuristic use. 

These findings were crucial to demonstrate potential areas for attention in certain types of 
individuals and raised awareness around the more general need for consideration in 
decision-making processes. In response, for example, ‘talk aloud’ exercises were introduced 
to limit the use of heuristics and to encourage more information gathering. 

Going Further  
In testament to the perceived value delivered by the Business Psychologists’ work, West 
Midlands Fire Service chose to extend the engagement to facilitate developing a greater 
level of OP in their teams.  

The Service commissioned the development of a measurement tool for individuals in Bronze 
and Silver Commander roles, that would identify opportunities for further training and 
development in OP.  

Bronze Commanders are Operational Commanders; they directly control an organisation's 
resources at an incident and will usually be with their staff working at the scene. Silver 
Commanders manage tactical implementation, following the strategic direction given by Gold 
(Strategic) Commanders and making that into sets of actions to be completed by Bronze. 

Applying Science 
In selecting the tool and approach to use, to design and implement a solution for a 
measuring individuals, a variety of research was reviewed. Factors considered included: 

• Situational Judgement Tests (SJTs) can be powerful predictors of job performance, 
per Weekley & Jones, 1997, and Smith & McDaniel 1998; i.e. how an individual 
answers a question on an SJT can be predictive of how they would act in a similar 
real work situation 

• The value of measuring actual job knowledge has been demonstrated, per 
Motowidlo, Borman & Schmit, 1997 

• SJTs can be designed to effectively capture diverse behaviours, per Chan & Schmitt, 
2002, which was suited to the complex work requirements of fire personnel 

• SJTs designed upon robust job analyses yielded stronger correlations to subsequent 
performance, per meta-analysis by McDaniel, et al., 2001 

• The use of a critical incident technique to develop items facilitates a more realistic 
measure, that would be able to competently differentiate between successful and 
less successful behaviours, per Koch, et al., 2009.  

• Best practice procedures for the development of an SJT were available for reference, 
per Bledow & Frese, 2009; Livens, Buyse & Sackett, 2009, and Steptoe-Warren, 
2010 
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As a result, an SJT approach was adopted to maximise the outcomes from a measure of 
Operational Preparedness (OP) and provide development-related feedback for the Fire 
Service. 

Tool Design 
In order to develop the SJT to assess OP in Bronze Commanders, the project had many 
phases, all of which necessitated close collaboration with West Midlands Fire Service and its 
stakeholders:  

• First, days were spent shadowing Fire Fighters on duty to ask questions and gain a 
sense of the roles and responsibilities of different levels and in different environments 

• Second, sessions were held where personnel recalled critical incidents and their 
actions, which were then sculpted into SJT questions and answers 

• Subsequent sessions facilitated the clarification of question content and production of 
appropriate alternative responses 

• Items were piloted by 28 personnel with a Cronbach’s alpha greater than 0.6; one 
item identified as problematic was removed 

• Finally, using feedback from the pilot, in collaboration with senior members of the 
Service, items were refined to ensure accuracy and face validity 

The scale then underwent more extensive validation, including experimental trials to explore 
the realism and consistency of performance on the test under normal test conditions and 
then under stress or exhaustion, to better understand high-pressure decision-making on 
duty. 

An online administration solution was created by the Practitioners so that all those who 
completed the tool could automatically receive a personal feedback report. The report was 
designed for ease of use, including an introduction and description of the five key elements 
of Operational Preparedness assessed. Then the individual’s performance on each facet 
was described along with recommendations for development strategies and a personal 
action plan. 

Due to the audience for this project, it was essential to ensure a high level of face validity in 
all materials, which directly referenced the environment and experience of this population. 

Project Management 
Clear objectives and timelines for each stage of progress were explicitly agreed at the start 
of the project and were met at every level. Before the work would be considered complete, 
all requirements were met including: 

• Provision of a functional and relevant measurement tool that could provide individual 
feedback 

• Creation of a manual for use of the tool 

• Training of managers to facilitate feedback dissemination 

• Development of training modules for the five areas of OP to support an individuals’ 
development following tool use 

• Reporting on observations from the work, with recommendations at an organisational 
level 
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Outcome 
The way in which West Midlands Fire Service think and act upon development, especially 
with OP, has changed significantly. This project facilitated long-term changes towards 
improved OP awareness, understanding, and measurement.  

The tool produced an acceptable internal reliability and was integrated into the continuous 
professional development programme of all Bronze-level Commanders in West Midlands 
Fire Service. As a testament to the success of the work, the Service then commissioned an 
appropriate tool for Silver-level Commanders 

In addition, experimental research using body-worn cameras during training events – to 
create a behavioural framework for incident response – was commissioned to further explore 
the risks surfaced by the research, for example, the use of heuristics. 

Lives Saved 
The importance of decision-making, trust, and information gathering for fire personnel 
indicate that the work done to improve OP in the Service likely had significant positive 
impact. So, whilst one could not specifically attribute any saved lives to this work, the 
targeted personnel development delivered likely contributed to better outcomes. 

Given that OP was fundamental to the losses at the aforementioned Atherstone Plant and 
Galston Mine events, West Midlands Fire Service and those working on the project felt 
confident that the changes in understanding gained, and practical use of OP, significantly 
reduced the possibility of similar events occurring in the future. 
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