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An Interview Study of the Experiences of Firefighters
in Regard to Psychological Contract and Stressors

Fazeelat Duran1 & Jessica Woodhams1 & Darren Bishopp1

# The Author(s) 2018. This article is an open access publication

Abstract As the first qualitative study of its kind, this study explored firefighters’ beliefs and
experiences about the psychological contract between themselves as employees and their
employer, workplace stress, stress-management strategies, and their wellbeing. Eleven inter-
views were conducted with active firefighters from multiple fire stations in the UK. The
interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. The transcripts were analysed using
framework analysis. Five superordinate themes were identified and labelled as ‘Motives’,
‘Mutual obligations’, ‘Stressors and their effects’, ‘Moderators’, and ‘Retention factors’, each
of which contained lower level sub-themes. Psychological contract (PC) is a useful construct to
measure firefighters’ perceived obligations as their responses reflected multiple facets of PC
theory. The current climate of austerity measures appears to be negatively impacting on
firefighters in terms of reducing numbers and placing higher task demands on those remaining.
Thus, making it very difficult for the UK Fire and Rescue Service (UKFRS) to meet the
perceived obligations of their employees. The findings have implications for human resource
departments within UKFRS trying to manage the impact of funding cuts and they highlight the
potential value of the PC as a construct around which such issues can be explored.

Keywords Firefighters . Psychological Contract . Breach . Stress .Wellbeing

Firefighting is one of the most stressful occupations with firefighters being exposed to a range
of demands, which can impact upon their somatic and mental wellbeing (Beaton et al. 1997;
Norwood and Rascati 2015). The stress they experience is a relevant concern for the many
countries around the world that employ them and has been a topic of academic study in several
countries, including Japan, the UK, Malaysia, the USA and Canada (Malek et al. 2010;
Murphy et al. 2002; Saijo et al. 2008; Sommerfeld et al. 2017).
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In the UK in particular, industrial relations are a pressing matter within the organisational
climate of UK firefighting (Brunsden and Hill 2009). Since 2010, UK Fire and Rescue
Services (UKFRSs) are facing budget cuts as a result of austerity measures. In the last few
years, the UK Government has reduced the funding received by the UKFRSs by 30% (CFOA
2012). At present, the austerity cuts facing UKFRSs have yet to be fully implemented,
however, already there has been a reduction in the number of full-time retained and control
firefighters. Specifically in England, the total number of firefighters has decreased by 3.2% in
2015 and by 14.7% between 2005 and 2015 (Bega 2010; Gaught 2016). Greenwood (2016)
has estimated that the UKFRSs could lose up to 10,000 more firefighters by 2020. This may, in
part, be due to the overall downtrend in the number of fires that are attended to on an annual
basis as shown in Appendix Fig. 1, produced from the national statistics (Home Office, 2014).

Regardless of the trend in the reduction of fires, the UKFRS remains critical to public safety
and it is timely to study how actions by the Government, and the implementation of these by the
employer, might act as a stressor affecting the wellbeing of UK firefighters. A reduction in the
number of firefighters isn’t a concern limited to the UK. In the US, the total number of volunteer
firefighters now exceeds the number of career firefighters and even the number of volunteers
per 1000 of the population is decreasing (Haynes and Stein 2016). The present study therefore
aimed to understand the experiences of firefighters working in the UK, and explores their
psychological contract (PC) in the austerity climate and its impact on their stress and wellbeing.

There are number of incident-related stressors faced by Fire Service personnel that can
affect their mental and physical health including time pressure, lack of sleep, fatigue, high
stakes decision making, risk of injury to self or death, and exposure to other people’s trauma
(Bos et al. 2004; Murphy et al. 2002). The National Institute for Occupational Safety and
Health (2004) has attributed an increase in deaths of firefighters to cardiac arrest and high
blood pressure (Kales et al. 2009), and they are noted to suffer from weakened immune
systems, musculoskeletal difficulties, and fatigue (Cohen and Herbert 1996). A common
reason for leaving the Fire Service for retirement or early retirement is ill-health (Gaught
2016). Moreover, Stanley et al. (2015) have found a high risk of suicide among firefighters.

In addition to incident-related stressors, there are a host of organisational stressors that firefighters
can be exposed to, which include shift patterns, overtime, excessiveworkload, departmental politics,
harassment, poor organisational climate, poor communication, lack of training, and conflicts with
co-workers and supervisors (Brough 2004; Brunsden et al. 2003; Saijo et al. 2008). These stressors
can have long-term psychophysical and behavioural effects on the health of firefighters, for example,
anxiety and depression (Brough 2004); burnout (Prati et al. 2011; Vaulerin et al. 2016); emotional
exhaustion (Smith et al. 2003); depersonalisation (Alexander and Klien 2001); and post-traumatic
stress disorder (McFarlane and Bryant 2007).

While there is evidence for a relationship between workplace stressors and poor psycholog-
ical health with samples of firefighters (Brunsden et al. 2003; Prati et al. 2011; Saijo et al. 2008;
Vaulerin et al. 2016), there is also the potential that such a relationship can be mediated by other
positive factors. Factors such as social support, self-efficacy, coping strategies, maintaining a
work/family and/or work/leisure balance, mindfulness training and resilience have all been
identified as potential mediators of chronic and complex stressors in the workplace (Carpenter
et al. 2015; Cowman et al. 2004; Halbesleben 2009; Khoury et al. 2013; Lambert et al. 2012;
Lee et al. 2014; Regehr et al. 2003; Wong et al. 2014). The current study therefore sought to
understand what incident-related and organisational stressors were being experienced by UK
firefighters, as well as improve our understanding of what factors might help them buffer or
manage the effects of workplace stress on their wellbeing.
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As well as potentially having a negative impact on the employee, organisational stressors
are also associated with negative outcomes for the organisation itself, e.g., poor job satisfaction
and subsequent staff turnover and absenteeism (Brough 2004). A comprehensive understand-
ing of employee-employer relationships within firefighting organisations can help determine
ways to tackle such organisational stressors. An area that has received less attention to date is
the social exchange construct of ‘psychological contract’ (PC). It refers to Ba person’s beliefs
regarding the terms and conditions of the reciprocal exchange agreement between themselves
and their organisation^ (Rousseau 1989, p. 123). This construct focuses on unwritten expec-
tations, beliefs, promises or obligations between employees and employers beyond the actual
written agreement (Inocencia 2012). Rousseau (1990, 1995) categorised the perceived obliga-
tions into transactional and relational obligations. Transactional refers to obligations that are
extrinsic, that occur in a close-ended time frame, that are static and observable (e.g., pay and
reward). In contrast, relational obligations are more open-ended, intrinsic, dynamic and
subjective (e.g., job security) (Conway and Briner 2009; Rousseau and McLean Parks
1993). PC therefore covers a range of issues like trust, fairness, promotion, training, develop-
ment and decision making (Conway and Briner 2005; Turnley and Feldman 2000). Studies of
work-related stress have argued that breaches and violations of PC can make a significant
contribution to the stress experienced by employees (Noblet et al. 2009). PC fulfilment has
been found to predict job and life satisfaction (De Cuyper et al. 2011), resistance to change
(Van de Heuvel and Schalk 2009); and the level of trust and fairness between employees and
employers (Van der Vaart et al. 2015; Van der Vaart et al. 2013). Organisations that fulfill
employees’ PC have low work-related anxiety and depression, and job insecurity (Guest et al.
2010). The employer’s fulfilment of obligations affects the employee’s intentions regarding
whether to resign or stay with an organisation (De Cuyper and De Witte 2006; Flood et al.
2001). In contrast, when employees’ perceived obligations are broken it results in negative
organisational outcomes such as increased turn over intentions, organisational distrust, and job
dissatisfaction (Wayne et al. 2007).

Previous literature has linked PC breach to Social Exchange Theory (Blau 1964), which
states that employees try to achieve a balance in the exchange between themselves and their
employer, for example, employees work hard and in return expect to be recognised for their
efforts. When the employees perceive imbalance in the fulfillment of perceived obligations,
there are negative consequences. Similarly, PC breach could be linked to stress and wellbeing
from a conservation of resources theory (COR) perspective. This theory states that an
individual protects his/her required resources (money, health, etc.) and that perception or
actual loss of such resources can trigger negative consequences (Halbesleben and Bowler
2007; Hobfoll 1989, 2001). Consistent with this theory, we argue that unmet obligations
perceived as a loss of valued resources (Restubog et al. 2013) could be linked to stress and
wellbeing. In high-stress jobs such as firefighting, a fulfilled PC might be one way to
ameliorate the stress experienced by employees.

While there is a substantial literature on PC with employees and employers from the
educational, retail, and commercial sectors, the authors could only identify three studies,
which had examined this construct with firefighters (Coyle-Shapiro 2002; Coyle-Shapiro
and Kessler 2003; Liao-Troth 2005). Liao-Troth sampled 85 volunteer firefighters in the US
and investigated the relationship between PC formation and individual motives (such as career,
values, and protection) that would imply loyalty for a longer period within the organization.
No association was found between the PC type and motives, perhaps because volunteer rather
than full-time, career firefighters were sampled.
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In the UK, Coyle-Shapiro (2002) and Coyle-Shapiro and Kessler (2003) applied the PC
construct to two samples of public sector employees of 480 and 5709, respectively, to study the
effects of perceived PC fulfilment on their attitude and behaviour. PC fulfilment was found to
be a predictor of public sector employees’ organisational commitment and organisational
citizenship behaviour. However, only 40 and 211 of the participants were firefighters, which
equates to 4% and 8% of each sample, respectively. Therefore, it is difficult to know to what
extent the findings apply to firefighters, specifically.

Each of these existing studies with firefighters has used quantitative methods to measure PC. To
the authors’ knowledge, no previous study has utilised qualitative methods to explore how PC and
the consequences of broken obligations or promises are experienced by firefighters. Therefore, the
potential contribution of this study is its qualitative design and the unique sample of firefighters: this
could add more detail to the otherwise dominant stream of quantitative studies among more
common segments of the labour market. In the current climate of budget cuts, the outcome of the
study would assist the management of UKFRS because they play an essential role in managing the
PC of their firefighters. A qualitative study provides greater detail in terms of whether firefighters
have different reactions to PC breach or are alike other professions. It is also important to conduct
such a study because tests devised to measure PC (e.g., PSYCONES 2005; Rousseau 1990, 2000)
have been developed with employees from the commercial, educational and retail sectors and have
yet to be validated with employees from the emergency services. Therefore, the current study took a
qualitative approach to address this gap in the literature.

The current study aimed to fill a gap in the literature by examining UK full-time fire-
fighters’ beliefs about mutual obligations stemming from social-cultural context. It is an
uncertain time in the UK for firefighters, where taking positive actions to improve their
experiences could be important. We also aimed to examine the stressors experienced by UK
firefighters; this was because most studies of emergency personnel focus on the causes and
effects of stress amongst police officers and paramedics, rather than firefighters (Larsson et al.
2016; Malek et al. 2010). They are, therefore, a relatively neglected group.

Method

Participants and Recruitment Participants were recruited from 11 different fire stations
fromwithin one English county. The recruitment process utilised a variety of methods including
electronic and face-to-face meetings with watch commanders and firefighters. In addition, the
Fire and Rescue Service Human Resource Department circulated an electronic recruitment
letter to different fire stations across the county. The participants also aided recruitment by
snowballing information about the study to colleagues through social networking.

In total, 11 full-time, active, front-line firefighters participated. The ethnicity of all inter-
viewees was White, and all except one were male. Four were single and seven were married or
in a relationship. Their length of operational service ranged from 1.5 years to 12.5 years. They
were watch commanders (n = 2) and firefighters (n = 9).

Materials A semi-structured interview was conducted with each participant on an
individual basis. At the start of the interview, demographic information was collected
from the interviewee regarding their gender, ethnicity, marital status, job title, number
of years worked in the Fire and Rescue Service, and number of hours worked per
week. The remainder of the interview schedule consisted of open-ended questions,
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which defined areas to be explored, but which also allowed for flexibility to discuss
emerging issues. With regard to PC, the interview schedule included questions about
firefighters’ expectations regarding their job and employer with prompts and further
questions (in some cases) related to obligations commonly mentioned in the PC
literature such as development and training opportunities, and sources of support. These
questions were open-ended allowing the interviewees to cover relational and/or trans-
actional obligations. In recognition of the reciprocal nature of PC, we asked about
perceived obligations of the employee as well as of the employer, whether these were
being met and, if not, why not. The flexibility of a semi-structured interview enabled us
to ask follow-up questions about obligations raised by the interviewee, which did not
feature in the interview schedule. In light of the association between PC fulfillment and
positive outcomes as well as PC breach and violation with negative outcomes, we also
asked interviewees about the positive and negative impact of their job and explored the
stressors they experienced and what strategies and resources were available to them to
tackle these (see Appendix Table 1).

Procedure Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the Science, Technology, Engineer-
ing and Mathematics (STEM) Research Ethics Committee. Before the commencement of the
interview, the participant information sheet and consent formwas provided to the participants. Their
consentwas obtained for the interview being audio recorded. Interviewswere conducted either at the
firefighter’s workplace (n= 6) or over the telephone (n= 5). The mean interview length was 51 min
(range: 42–56). There were no differences between the face-to-face and telephone interviews in
relation to length of interview. Participants were given a £20 Love-to-Shop voucher on completion
of the interview. Due to the topic of the interview, each participant was given the contact details of
their occupational psychologist at work so that they could seek help, if needed. Participants were
given two weeks post-interview to withdraw from the study. Once this time had passed the audio
files were transcribed verbatim (replacing names with pseudonyms) and deleted.

Data Analysis Strategy Framework analysis (Gale et al. 2013; Ritchie and Lewis 2003;
Ritchie and Spencer 1994) was chosen as the method of analysis since it is a systematic
approach to analysis but also allows for changes to be made to the coding framework during
the analytical process. Further, themes can be constructed at multiple levels. Themes are
developed from the data and not a-priori. QSR Nvivo10 was used to manage the data while
ensuring the analyst could still view the original material. Each respondent was allocated a row
while sub-headings were organised into separate columns. Each transcript was analysed by
coding the data into base units of meaning and creating free codes. These free codes were
further categorised into logical themes. The generated themes for each participant were
incorporated across participants to produce a list of high order categorised themes capturing
shared experiences of the participants. The authors scrutinised the relationships and interac-
tions between the themes in the chart to explain the beliefs and experiences of the firefighters
sampled (Ritchie and Lewis 2003; Ritchie et al. 2013).

Results and Discussion

Five main themes were identified and were labelled ‘Motives’, ‘Mutual obligations’, ‘Stressors
and their effects’, ‘Moderators’, ‘Retention factors’ (see Appendix Table 2). Each of these themes
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served as an umbrella theme for high-order categories. Further, these high-order themes consisted
of lower-order categories and then base units of meaning. How these levels were arranged can be
seen in Appendix Table 3. Moreover, how often each lower-order category and each base unit
was referred to in the interviews and by interviewee is included in Appendix Table 3.

Theme 1: Motives

This theme encapsulated each of the participants’ reasons for joining the Fire and Rescue
Service. Within it, there were six sub-themes. ‘Life time aspiration’ accounted for more than
two-thirds of all responses.

It was my passion to join the Fire Service from my childhood because it is an exciting
job. I never thought of any other job really (Female, Firefighter 1).

The other reasons for joining the Fire Service included firefighting not being a typical job with
typical hours (i.e., ‘not a 9–5 job’) and it having ‘better career opportunities’ than other jobs.

I wanted to do something that was different from the routine. By routine I mean 9 – 5
jobs and there would be not a single day that is the same. (Male, Firefighter 7).
I opted for the Fire Service really; when I wanted a change...This profession provides a
better career in comparison to other job structures (Male, Watch Commander 10).

Further, approximately half of the interviewees referred to the UKFRS having a generous
pension scheme in comparison to other professions as a reason of joining. These officers
would have joined UKFRSs prior to the implementation of financial cuts.

I chose to be a firefighter because I want to have a better living standard when I retire
(Male, Watch Commander 10).

Interviewees also commented that a reason for joining was that ‘not everyone can be a
firefighter’, which suggests the job has a special status associated with it, which gives them
a feeling of pride and achievement.

I always wanted to purse this job, as it is very difficult to get into this job. (Male,
Firefighter 3).
...because not everyone can get into this job easily, just like the army (Male, Watch
Commander, 10).

Moreover, there was one participant who joined because of ‘family tradition’ i.e., his relatives
were part of the Fire and Rescue Service and he grew up hearing fire-fighting stories.

My uncle was a firefighter and hearing his stories developed my interest to join this
profession. It took me quite a long time to get into this job, as I wanted to join the Fire
Service when I was 15 years old (Male, Watch Commander 8).

From the above, it was clear that motives for joining the Fire and Rescue Service
would likely be associated with PC breach because some of the employees had joined
with the perceived obligations of having better pension schemes, as compared to other
professions. However, in the current climate of austerity cuts in the UK, and with the
Government having brought in changes to firefighters’ pension schemes in 2011
(CFOA 2012), it is likely that such perceptions are difficult for the Fire and Rescue
Service, as the employer, to satisfy. Therefore, the cuts act as an external force
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triggering PC breach by the Fire and Rescue Service meaning the organisation can no
longer fulfil its perceived obligations (Thompson and Bunderson 2001).

Theme 2: Mutual Obligations

This theme captured firefighters’ perceptions of what the perceived obligations were of
their employers (‘employer obligations’) and their beliefs of what their employers
would expect of them (‘employee obligations’) (see Appendix Table 2). There were
eight employer obligations that could be further categorised into relational and trans-
actional obligations (Bunderson 2001; Rousseau 1990, 2000), and five employee
obligations towards their employer, which were further categorised into the obligations
of ‘loyalty’, and ‘looking after property’.

Employer Obligations

In terms of transactional obligations, more than half of the firefighters perceived to be
provided with a safe working environment by the employer, which was related to the
employer providing appropriate and sufficient equipment. In addition, they spoke
about the need for the employer to provide the right equipment to allow them to
perform their duties with professionalism. Moreover, two of the participants spoke
about financial rewards. Specifically, they talked about their belief that they would
receive their pay on time and that they would be provided with a good pension
scheme.

We want to be paid at the end of the day, as we need money for our living. We need a
good pension scheme as well (Male, Watch Commander 10)

In addition, firefighters spoke about relational obligations (Rousseau 1990, 2000): three of
the interviewees expected there to be parity in how themselves and their colleagues were
treated. They talked about the stress, demands and responsibility associated with the job and
that they accepted these providing they received financial security now and in the future. Cuts
in the budgets of the Fire Service meant that the frontline firefighters we sampled were
concerned about their job security.

I want to be treated fairly by my employer as the rest of the employees are treated. My
bosses and supervisors should keep a check on whether we are treated fairly... (Male,
Firefighter 4).
I expect to have a secure job when we are facing budget cuts. I want quite a secure job in
terms of how long I will be protected from redundancy (Male, Firefighter 8).

Four of them referred to beliefs that their employer respect them and understand their position,
as they were once at a similar stage of career.

They should realise that once they were also a firefighter. They [seniors] should respect
us (Male, Firefighter 6).

Further, three firefighters expected that their employer would provide them with opportu-
nities for advancement and growth, or training to develop into a competent firefighter, so that
they are up-to-date in their job role. It was felt that this would enable them to tackle difficult
situations in a professional manner.
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I want to have good training in order to deal with serious incidents... So, to develop into
a competent firefighter, I need more training. This will assist me to grow in my role by
being a fully competent firefighter (Male, Firefighter 5).

Three of them mentioned that they want to be provided with assistance when they are
struggling with a task.

Sometimes, I want them to help me, when I am struggling with something. By something’ I
mean anything that is related to performing the duty with excellence (Male, Firefighter 11).

Three-quarters of the interviewees perceived that, most of the time, employers met their
perceived obligations by, for example, providing training. They also mentioned that they were
treated the same way as other employees within the organisation. A point they were concerned
about, however, was the skills of higher management within their organisation.

I am unhappy with the selection of our senior leaders. The reason is you [high ranking
officials] are selecting the people on the basis of practical skills no matter how goofy
their management skills are (Male, Firefighter 3).

Employee Obligations

In terms of ‘employee obligations’, 90% of the interviewees felt that they fulfilled their employer’s
perceived promises by being ‘loyal’ (Bunderson 2001; Herriot et al. 1997) to the organisation, i.e.,
protecting the core values of the Fire and Rescue Service (being punctual, maintaining compe-
tencies, being a good team player, and performing duties with loyalty to the Fire Service).
Moreover, the employers were perceived to have an expectation of their employees that equip-
ment would be cared for (Herriot et al. 1997) and that the station would be kept clean and tidy.

My employers just want me to promote and preserve the core values of the Fire Service.
These core values are definitely to perform well when a certain task is given. All the
firefighters have to keep the stations clean and tidy and maintain unity within our team
(Male, Firefighter 11).

One-third of the firefighters perceived their employers’ obligations of them to have changed
from the time they started in the job. This is consistent with previous literature (Conway and
Briner 2009; De Meuse et al. 2001; Robinson et al. 1994), which suggests that the PC changes
with time. However, the firefighters interviewed seemed to suggest that this wasn’t a positive
change and that they were now overwhelmed by the different duties required of them.

The way we do the job has changed a lot these days. It’s much like we not only have to
attend the incidents but also educate children. There is so much to do rather than
dealing with the fire calls (Male, Watch Commander, 10).

PCs can be classified as relational or transactional (Rousseau and Tijoriwala 1998; Rousseau
2000). As noted above, employer obligations reported by our participants represent both transac-
tional and relational elements because they refer tomonetary and non-monetary exchangeswithin an
open-ended agreement (Rousseau 1990). However, the obligations referred to by the majority of
interviewees are relational because they are implicit and subjective with no clear time frame
(Conway and Briner 2009). This is most likely because the firefighters sampled were all full-time
(career) firefighters as opposed to part-time or volunteers, whose PCs are more transactional in
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nature. Furthermore, a few interviewees perceived a decrease in the relational component of their PC
with their employer over time, in terms of reduced levels of respect, and a reduced commitment to
the organisation (much alike De Meuse et al. 2001).

In terms of how the experiences of our interviewees mapped onto aspects of PC measured
by existing tests, the obligations mentioned by the firefighters, such as receiving a good rate of
pay, having job security, being treated fairly by the employers, and being provided with
opportunities for advancement and personal growth, are similar to how employer obligations
are measured in PSYCONES (2005) and Bunderson’s (2001) measure of PC. These measures
were developed with employees from the commercial, retail, educational and health care
sectors, therefore these findings suggest that firefighters perceive similar obligations from
their employers as employees in other sectors.

PC Breach

PC breach refers to when employees perceived their obligations to be unfulfilled. Within the
interviews, there was some evidence that firefighters perceived a breach to their PC with their
employer (Morrison and Robinson 1997). However, rather than the firefighters referring to the Fire
and Rescue Service having breached the contract, their actual employer, they instead referred to the
Government as the cause of the breach. So, while the employees were largely happy with their
employer (the Fire and Rescue Service), three-quarters of the interviewees were unhappy with the
Government, who they perceived to be the cause of the current industrial action.

...Firefighters might be happy with their employers but they are not happy and satisfied
with the Government. This is leading to massive strikes.... (Male, Firefighter 7).

Within the interviews, having to Bdo more^ was often spoken about alongside
comments regarding the Bfinancial strains^ being experienced by the Fire and Rescue
Service. This suggests that the increased number of tasks facing the firefighters might
also stem from the reduction in their numbers (i.e., fewer personnel having to do more
with less). Other quotes from the interviewees implied a general sense of feeling under-
resourced with the implication being that numbers could reduce further as people left
the Service. This seemed to implicate a breach in the PC from the employees’
perspective:

In previous years, the number of firefighters is going down. There are fewer fire
engines... we have a lot of financial strains these days. If these continue, we are further
going to go down in numbers (Male, Watch Commander 10).

As noted above, several of the firefighters referred to the Bgood pension scheme^ as a
reason for joining the Service and that receiving a good pension was an obligation they
perceived their employer to fulfil. However, approximately 80% of the firefighters referred in
negative terms to the UK Government making changes to the pension scheme within the Fire
Service during their interviews:

The Government is not right by bringing change in the pension scheme (Male, Fire-
fighter 6).

Further suggestions of breaches to their PCs lay in comments which implied they did not feel
recompensed sufficiently for the challenging job they undertook, and that they were not being
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given sufficient resource to perform their job adequately (i.e., insufficient staffing and inad-
equate equipment).

It’s because we work hard, giving our best, therefore we should be paid for it (Male,
Watch Commander 8).
They (the Government) want to save money by having cuts in our budget...hmmm
because of this; we have lots of financial strains and few firefighters, today. There are
also fewer fire engines (Male, Firefighter 6).
The public needs to be aware of what the Government is doing with the firefighters
(Male, Watch Commander 8).

As a public service, the Fire Service extends the traditional model of a PC between
employer-employees since, while firefighters have an immediate employer (the Fire
Service), they are also employed by the Government (Dick 2006). Further, while they
have obligations to their employer, these extend to providing a service to the public.
The public can have their own expectations of firefighters and the Fire Service, which
may or may not be met. The quotes from the firefighters we sampled imply that
firefighters are aware of this and so wish the public to be aware of the difficult
circumstances in which they are operating should they not be meeting the public’s
expectations.

Theme 3: Stressors and their Effects

There were a number of stressors cited by the firefighters we interviewed; family/personal,
organisational (circumstances within the organisation that cause stress, such as high workload,
etc.), incident-related (stressors resulting from attending an incident at work), and government
stressors. These stressors were identified as having a negative impact on the physical and
psychological wellbeing of the firefighters in the current organisational climate of UKFRSs
(see Appendix Table 3). The primary source of stress as perceived by the firefighters was
referred to as ‘the Government’:

They (the Government) are causing stress by messing with our finances, messing with
our pensions, messing with our retirement wages (Male, Watch Commander 8).

Another type of stressor faced by the interviewees was a personal stressor related to
‘family problems’. More than half of the employees reported having insufficient time
for family, holidays and festivals. One interviewee spoke about being unable to find
any leisure time for him/herself (‘personal stressor’) and several talked about the
difficulties of maintaining a good balance between work, home and social life. This
seemed particularly relevant to participants who were in a relationship or had a
family. In contrast, the employees who were not in a relationship or who were single
were more satisfied in terms of their work-life balance. These findings resonate with
Conway and Briner (2009) and Millward (2006) who found that events such as
marriage and parenthood influence or change an employee’s perceived obligations
from their employer.

I am unable to make up for holidays and festivals due to my job commitments. I have no
time for a social life, honestly. At times, it gets difficult for me to have a balance between
my work and home (Male, Firefighter 9).
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One-quarter of the firefighters reported ‘incident-related’ stressors such as dealing with
fires, false alarms, dealing with members of the public on the scene, and being distracted from
their work by members of the public’s interference. Furthermore, it was distressing for these
employees when, at times, they were unable to help people involved in the incident. It seemed
that incident-related stressors were not linked to PC breach.

It gets really difficult to deal with the public as they come up with their cameras and
make videos. Even though, when they are asked to move back politely, they never listen
to you. They think it’s like we are not doing anything serious or it’s not a serious job, but
it is really distracting and disturbing (Male, Firefighter 5).
Sometimes you deal with nasty incidents and nasty people so it gets stressful (Male,
Firefighter 4).

The firefighters interviewed reported facing ‘organisational stressors’, namely large
amounts of paperwork, team conflicts, shift patterns (four days on and four days off), and
difficulties with time management. An additional organisational stressor reported by the
interviewees was a reduction in numbers of firefighters - too few firefighters puts pressure
on the remaining staff to fulfil the duties required of them. This is consistent with existing
literature (Gaught 2016) with one implication being that in future there might be further
reductions in the number of firefighters.

The industrial action will make terms and conditions more difficult. Already we are
dropping in numbers and our job is important in order to protect the community. I find
this stressful... (Male, Firefighter, 11).

It was evident from the quotations that, unlike incident-related stressors, personal, govern-
ment and organisational stressors were linked to PC breach that might subsequently have a
negative impact on the firefighters’ wellbeing.

Effects of Stressors

As a consequence of these incident-related, organisational and personal stressors, the em-
ployees reported experiencing ‘physical distress’ including being tired and run-down. Lack of
sleep/poor sleep was a common consequence of organisational stressors (i.e., shift patterns).

When I come from the night shift it gets difficult for me to get rest (Male, Firefighter, 4).
Sometimes, I am a bit tired when I am unable to manage work life and social life and
shift pattern. I run down to a point that I do not have rest and this affects my sleeping
pattern as well. I don’t get enough sleep. (Male, Watch Commander 10).

The shift pattern being a stressor is consistent with some previous research where it was
attributed to causing physical distress (Bos et al. 2004; Murphy et al. 2002). In contrast,
Litchfield and Hinckley (2016) didn’t find such a relationship but found that a different shift
pattern (of two days and two nights on and four days off) was associated with a better work-life
balance amongst firefighters.

Incident-related stressors were more often associated with muscular discomfort and pain,
injuries and falling sick. A few of the interviewees reported experiencing ‘psychological distress’,
namelymild anxiety and depression, due to personal/family stressors, in particular having no time
for themselves or family. For two interviewees, their intimate relationship with a partner had also
ended because they were unable to balance work and home life. Firefighters also mentioned
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emotional or physical exhaustion resulting from the demands of the job. In addition, Halbesleben
(2009) found that emotional exhaustion could result from work-family conflict.

I found myself exhausted by push and pull. In this environment, I was suffering from mild
anxiety and stress affecting my sleep, life, and mood. I was unable to manage work life
and home life. I was unable to give time when my kids wanted me (Male, Firefighter 4).

Our findings accord with previous conclusions about firefighters facing organisational stressors,
family stressors (Brunsden et al. 2014), and incident-related stressors (Brown et al. 2002). In
addition, our sample referred to stressors attributed to the Government. This was considered as an
external stressor acting on the Fire Service as an employer preventing fulfillment of employees’
perceived obligations, such as having a good pension, and sufficient workforce and resources.

Theme 4: Moderators

Several factors were cited by the interviewees as being utilised to manage stress in the job. These
were grouped under ‘moderators’ (alike Dean et al. 2003; Regher et al. 2003). ‘Social support’was
quoted by all the firefighters as the best method to buffer the effects of stress. This accords with
previous literature that has cited social support as a buffer for high stress levels (Haslam andMallon
2003; Young et al. 2014). Interviewees reported that there were sufficient resources within the
organisation to offer social support when needed (i.e., ‘organisational support’). These sources
included the occupational health department, their watch colleagues, theWatch Commander and the
Union. Our findings suggested that all the employees felt they had adequate social support
irrespective of their length of the experience, whereas Regher et al. (2003) found newly recruited
firefighters received more support than experienced firefighters. Moreover, alike Young et al.’s
(2014) findings, the interviewees that had less experience particularly mentioned seeking social
support from more experienced members of the watch as a way of managing distress.

There is also an occupational health department, who deal with our stressors. Everyone
supports each other at watch level. I also belong to the union and my union supports me
in case of dealing with stress (Male, Firefighter 11).

Mixed reports were given of drawing on external sources of social support, such as from
families, friends and relatives, to buffer the effects of stress. A few interviewees mentioned that
they would prefer not to talk to their family because of the distressing nature of incidents they
work with and to avoid their families worrying about them at work. Similar findings were
reported by Menendez et al. (2006) and Yoo and Matsui (2012).

I have got enough support from my family and friends, but I can’t share with them
everything as they can be taken aback with this role, I don't want them feel bad and
concerned about me when I am at work (Male, Firefighter 11).

However, there were a few firefighters who did seek support from friends and family, although
they again seemed to indicate a preference for talking with work colleagues, perhaps due to
their immediate availability after an incident, as alluded to below:

I talk to my partner and friends and I also talk to my colleagues. They are the people we
interact with immediately after the incident (Male, Watch Commander 10).
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Similarly, Brunsden et al. (2014) found that firefighters prefer to seek support from colleagues
because they spend most of their time at the fire stations and their colleagues are, therefore, the
people they encounter after attending a fire incident. In addition, family members who were
part of the firefighting family provided an extension of such support:

I think I am quite lucky that I have family and friends who support me. I come from a
firefighter family... (Male, Firefighter 3).

A range of approaches were used to manage stressors, beyond drawing on social support. A
minority of interviewees reported using ‘avoidance’ strategies such as diverting attention from
a source of stress by engaging in another activity (e.g., going to the cinema), or focusing on
resolving the issue while at the incident itself. One interviewee spoke about the use of alcohol
by colleagues to cope. Brown et al. (2002) investigated the coping strategies of Irish fire-
fighters and found that they resorted to avoidance strategies during period of distress.

A few of the interviewees seemed to use ‘mindfulness’ (Walach et al. 2007) as a coping
strategy: they reported not becoming easily stressed or they reported accepting that stressors
were part of the job. Mindfulness has been reported to be a beneficial strategy in overcoming
anxiety and depression, and for improving relationships (Khoury et al. 2013). Other studies
have reported the beneficial effects of mindfulness techniques for coping with stress with US
military service personnel (Jha et al. 2017), and emergency room nurses (Westphal et al. 2015).

Theme 5: Retention Factors

Besides interviewees finding being a firefighter a challenging job for the range of reasons outlined
above and some of them reporting a breach to their PC, the employees enjoyed being part of the
Fire Service. The ‘retention factors’ that had meant they hadn’t left the Fire Service were; job
diversity, helping people involved in incidents, educating children, and colleagues becoming part
of their social network. Moreover, employees experienced positive ‘personal changes’ within
themselves. They reported that they had developed more awareness of their surroundings with
time, in terms of being more aware of the causes of fires and other incidents and therefore they
take steps to protect themselves and their families. They have become more accomplished at
dealing with emergency situations potentially due to their coping strategies having changed over
time. Moreover, one of them mentioned becoming more vigilant. Whether this is a positive
change is unclear since being hypervigilant can inhibit relaxation (Sommerfeld et al. 2017).

When I am in public surroundings, I always keep myself aware of any emergency
incident that might take place. I think what actions I need to take and how I need to
deal with the situation, hmmm... how to save people (Female, Firefighter 1).

Four firefighters felt they had developed personally to become more confident, competent,
mature and responsible. They described how they had learned to control their nerves and that
they had become stronger emotionally.

I have built up my confidence. By confidence I mean my social skills are improved a lot
when I am within a social gathering (Male, Firefighter 11).
I consider I am more responsible person. I think I probably know how to deal if
something goes wrong (Male, Firefighter 5).
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A few of the interviewees reported that they had now learned how to balance work-life
demands and that that had come with experience.

It is very convenient for me to balance between family and work life now after these
many years. I do not have any family issues. I know how to draw a line between work
and home (Male, Watch Commander 8).

General Discussion

The present study aimed to understand the experiences of firefighters working in the UK, and
explores their PC in a climate of austerity and its impact on their stress and wellbeing. When
asked about their expectations of their employer and the obligations that their employer should
meet, evidence of both transactional and relational obligations was forthcoming (Rousseau
1990, 1995). The sorts of obligations cited by our participants overlapped with those cited by
employees in other sectors that have formed the basis for the development of measures of PC
(e.g., Bunderson 2001; Herriot et al. 1997; PSYCONES 2005; Rousseau 1990, 2000), for
example, receiving a good rate of pay, having job security, being treated fairly by the
employers, and being provided with opportunities for advancement and personal growth
(Guest et al. 2010). This suggests that quantitative measures of PC, such as these listed, should
be applicable for use with firefighters.

The climate of austerity cuts in the UK and its impact on the UKFRS was thought to make
this a particularly relevant time at which to consider the importance of the PC with firefighters
due to its theoretical links with stress, mental wellbeing and workforce behaviour (e.g.,
retention). From the interviews, it was apparent that firefighters were experiencing breaches
to their PC regarding being suitably recompensed for the difficult job they do, and having
insufficient resources (physical and human) to conduct their role to the best of their ability.
Reactions to perceived breaches of PC differ depending on the type of PC (Robinson et al.
1994). Employees with a relational contract are at greater risk of severe PC breach (Grimmer
and Oddy 2007). Moreover, if an employee continues to work within the organisation after a
perceived breach of PC has occurred, the contract is likely to become more transactional in
nature (Atkinson 2007; Pate et al. 2003). Therefore, in the current scenario, where the UKFRS
is facing austerity cuts, and as a result of these cuts the employers are unable to fulfil the
perceived obligations of their employees (e.g., providing a good pension schemes), it is likely
that firefighters will develop a more transactional PC (short-term and focused on monetary
exchanges) (Lester et al. 2007). As per Blau’s (1964) Social Exchange Theory, employees try
to achieve a balance in the exchange between themselves and their employer, for example,
expecting suitable recompense (current and future) for the demanding and dangerous job
they do. When there is an imbalance, which looks unlikely to be redressed, negative
consequences such as resignation can result. Other reactions to broken promises or
obligations can include employees taking action that breaches their obligations to their
employer (Zhao et al. 2007), such as participating in industrial action. It was evident that
PC breach was associated with stressors and psychological distress. This is in line with
COR theory (Hobfoll 1989) suggesting that PC breach results in stress and impacts
wellbeing when the employees’ valuable resources (i.e., perceived employer obligations)
are not sustained.
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The findings from this study suggest that the PC of an employee is not just shaped by their
employer or organisation, but also by the Government, media, and public. Further, the
perceived obligations of the employer can change depending on the broader context of the
employee, such as becoming a parent or getting married.

The firefighters sampled in this paper varied in terms of their length of service and this
provided the opportunity to compare themes that emerged in the interviews of experienced
firefighters compared to newer recruits. Length of service appeared to be associated with the
type of obligations cited by the firefighters as well as their responses to other areas of the
interview. In terms of PC, the obligation cited by firefighters with less than three years’
experience related to advancement and growth, as compared to those with more years of
service who focused more on training and development, and relational obligations. This
difference could be explained by new recruits being more focused on becoming a ‘competent
firefighter’. With regards to stressors, newer recruits discussed incident-related stressors more
than experienced firefighters (e.g., difficulties dealing with the public on the scene and being
distracted by public interference). Also, it was these interviewees who reported the distress
experienced when they were unable to help someone at an incident. Their focus on becoming a
competent firefighter might be in response to experiencing the stress associated with such
situations which they assume will pass with growing experience and competence. These
findings coupled with the newer recruits explaining how they have developed over time
indicate the value of a future study that investigates changes in the PC, stressors and coping
over time with participants from the Fire and Rescue Service.

Limitations

There were some limitations in this study that need to be acknowledged. The sample cannot be
considered representative of all U.K. firefighters because the sample size was small and limited
to one geographical area of the U.K. Further, the study focused on the employees’ perspectives
only (a unilateral approach to PC) therefore a future study should also examine the perspective
of the employer and/or the occupational health department.

Implications

This paper makes a theoretical contribution to the literature by providing support for the theory
of PC with an understudied population, suggesting that existing measures of PC should be
suitable for use with firefighters. It also highlights how, within some sectors, the notion of one
employer is too simplistic with employees perceiving themselves as having obligations to
others beyond their immediate employer (i.e., to the public), and others beyond their imme-
diate employer having obligations to them (e.g., the Government).

Austerity cuts are not something that the firefighters’ direct employer (the UKFRS)
has control over, therefore, it’s important to consider what the employer could still do
to address breaches in PC. The employer could, for example, foster closeness between
employees and ensure opportunities for career development and recognition (Ebadan
and Winstanley 1997; Nadin and Williams 2011; Robinson and Morrison 2000).
Watch Commanders could hold confidential one-to-one meetings with individual
firefighters to provide a Bsafe^ environment in which perceived breaches can be
discussed (Lester et al. 2007). Moreover, senior management should avoid creating
any further distance between themselves and their employees because this would give
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the impression that the employer is less inclined about the relationship with their
employees (Coyle-Shapiro and Prazefall 2008). It is positive that so many of the
interviewees viewed their direct employer (the UKFRS) in a positive light. Further,
some organisational stressors could be ameliorated by acting to minimise role over-
load and improving employees’ perceptions of career progression (Gakovic and
Tetrick 2003; Xavier and Jepsen 2015).

From our interviews, it is clear that the firefighters experienced a range of stressors
within and outside of work, which negatively impact on their physical and mental
wellbeing. Therefore, strategies should be implemented by the UKFRS to resolve the
issues that cause negative outcomes. For example, for incident-related stressors, the
UKFRSs can ensure there are sufficient debriefing opportunities following a difficult
incident, especially with newer recruits. Another important consideration is what, if
any, action can be taken to assist firefighters in creating a better work-home life
balance. This might include exploring different shift patterns that could be adopted.
Since some stressors are intrinsic to the job, training in mindfulness, which appears to
be having success in associated professions (Jha et al. 2017; Westphal et al. 2015), is
another intervention that could be trialed and evaluated.

Conclusion

The aim of the current study was to address a gap in the literature on PC theory by adopting
qualitative methods to explore its relevance to the firefighting profession. PC was found to be a
valid construct in understanding firefighters’ obligations as their responses reflected multiple
facets of PC theory. The current climate of austerity measures in the UK appears to be negatively
impacting on firefighters in terms of reducing numbers and placing even higher task demands on
those employees remaining. This makes it very difficult for the UKFRS to meet the perceived
obligations of their employees providing evidence of PC breach. A range of coping strategies
were reported by the firefighters interviewed. The findings have implications for human resource
departments within UKFRS trying to manage the impact of funding cuts and they highlight the
potential value of the PC as a construct around which such issues can be explored.
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Appendix

Table 1 PC dimensions and relevant interview questions

PC Dimensions Interview Questions

Reciprocal exchange between themselves
and their employer

What are/were your perceived obligations when you joined the
Fire Service?

Have these changed in any way? Do you feel that your
employer has any perceived obligations from you?

Are these expectations/obligations realistic?
PC Fulfilment/Breach/Violation Do you feel that your employer has fulfilled their obligations

to you? In what way?
Does your employer help you in managing the stressors you

mention?*
Does your employer provide you with support? If yes, what

sort of support? If no, why do you think this is?*
How happy/satisfied are you with your work in the Fire Service?

Are their particular aspects that are more/less satisfying than
others?**

*Relevant to PC Fulfilment if Bsupport^ was referred to as a perceived obligation

**Identified areas of PC fulfilment/breach

Table 2 Key themes and their definitions (n = 11)

Key themes Definition

Motives The different reasons given by interviewees for joining the Fire Service.
Mutual obligations The perceived obligations that firefighters have of their employers and

their perceptions of their employer’s obligations of them.
Stressors and their effects Different types of stressors referred to by the interviewees, namely

organisational, personal/family, incident-related and government stressors.
The reported effects of these stressors on the interviewees’ wellbeing.

Moderators External and internal support used to buffer the effects of stressors.
Different coping strategies implemented by each individual.

Retention factors The aspects of the job and changes over time that assist in the retention
of employees.
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Table 3 High-order, low-order categories and base units of meaning by participants (N = 11)

High-order categories Low-order categories Base units of meaning

Motives (n = 11; 21) Life time aspiration (n = 1; 5)
Not a 9–5 job (n = 2; 3)
Not everyone can be a firefighter (n = 2; 2)
Better career opportunities (n = 7; 7)
Good pension schemes (n = 7; 3)
Family tradition (n = 1; 1)

Employer obligations Transactional obligations
(n = 8; 31)

Financial rewards (n = 2; 5)
Safe working environment (n = 8; 11)
Appropriate equipment (n = 8; 15)

Relational obligations
(n = 11; 41)

Job security (n = 6; 6)
Respect (n = 4; 7)
Treated fairly (n = 3; 5)
Provide assistance if I am struggling (n = 3; 4)
Training and development /advance and growth

(n = 3; 19)
Employee obligations Loyalty (n = 11; 47) Being punctual and professional (n = 9; 9)

To perform duties with trust and fairness
(n = 11; 11)

Good teamwork (n = 10; 15)
Maintain competencies (n = 9; 12)

Look after the property
(n = 11; 11)

To keep station clean and tidy (n = 11; 11)

PC breach (n = 9; 71) Do more (n = 9; 15)
Financial strain (n = 8; 10)
Under resourced (n = 9; 15)
Changes to pension scheme (n = 7; 14)
Government a major cause of problem (n = 9; 17)
Meeting set targets (n = 2; 4)

Types of stressors Organisational stressors
(n = 11; 27)

Amount of paper work (n = 5; 6)
Shift pattern (n = 4; 5)
Reduction in firefighter numbers (n = 8; 8)
Time management at work (n = 1; 2)
Dealing with people in station (n = 2; 2)

Government stressors
(n = 11; 33)

Change in pension scheme (n = 9; 14)
Financial budget cuts (n = 8; 11)
Massive strikes (n = 7; 8)

Personal/family stressors
(n = 7; 18)

No sufficient time for family (n = 7; 9)
No leisure time for one’s own self (n = 1; 2)
Having balance between work and life (n = 7; 7)

Incident-related stressors
(n = 5; 30)

Buildings on fire (n = 2; 6)
Unable to help people in incidents (n = 2; 9)
Serious incidents (n = 5; 6)
Dealing with public on scene (n = 3; 4)
Distracted by people’s interference (n = 2; 2)
False alarms (n = 2; 3)

Its affects Psychological distress
(n = 5; 19)

Mild anxiety (n = 3; 6)
No ‘me’ time (n = 3; 3)
More depressed (n = 5; 6)
Unable to manage social, work and home life

(n = 2; 4)
Physical distress

(n = 6; 14)
Sore and tired muscles (n = 1; 2)
Remain sick a lot (n = 2; 2)
Lots of injuries (n = 1; 3)
Lack of sleep (n = 6; 7)

Moderators Social support
(n = 11; 57)

Talk to friends, family (n = 7; 16)
Talk to partner (n = 7; 8)
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Table 3 (continued)

High-order categories Low-order categories Base units of meaning

Occupational Health Department (n = 11; 11)
Watch colleagues and commander (n = 11; 18)
Union (n = 3; 4)

Avoidance (n = 3; 6) Go to movies (n = 3; 4)
Denying the injury and focusing on the situation

(n = 2; 2)
Mindfulness (n = 3; 8) Don’t get stressed (n = 3; 3)

Stressors are part of job (n = 2; 5)
Retention factors

(n = 11; 32)
Job diversity (n = 10; 10)
Colleagues becoming part of their social network

(n = 11; 22)
Personal development

(n = 3; 17)
Responsible (n = 3; 3)
Confident (n = 3; 4)
Competent (n = 3; 6)
Mature (n = 3; 4)

Self-awareness
(n = 4; 5)

Better understanding of safety work (n = 1; 1)
Dealing with emergency situation (n = 4; 4)

Balance between work
and life (n = 3; 12)

Experience leads to better work-home balance
(n = 3; 6)

Now can switch off from work at home (n = 2; 2)

(n=) = the number of interviewees citing the theme/base unit and this is followed by the number of times the
theme or base unit was cited overall

Fig. 1 The downward trend in fires occurring in UKFRS between 2000 and 2013 based on statistics reported in
national statistics (2014)
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