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24 

This chapter examines restructuring in the public services as a policy 25 

response to fiscal consolidation pressures. More specifically, it describes 26 

restructuring efforts aimed at rationalization and efficiency gains at 27 

several levels, including national, organizational, workgroup and job. 28 

The case study of Fire and Rescue Services in Scotland illustrates the 29 

manifestations of work restructuring at different levels of analysis, and 30 

potential consequences for individual experiences of work. 31 

As detailed in Chapter 1, the transformation of the global financial 32 

crisis (GFC) into a sovereign debt crisis put public budgets under 33 

strain and public expenditure in the spotlight in a significant share of 34 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 35 

nations. Contraction of public expenditure through cuts and restructuring 36 

of public services formed part of the main policy response. Considering 37 

the labour-intensive nature of service provision, savings in public sector 38 

workforce compensation formed one of the main foci (Glassner and Watt, 39 

2010; Grimshaw et al, 2012), either through reductions in workforce size 40 

and composition or through direct decreases in remuneration and benefits 41 

(OECD, 2012, p 23). 42 
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1 The combined pressures of identifying parts of the public services that 

2 could be (further) cut in a context of increased demand for public services 

3 in times of recession, such as for social security and education, arguably 

4 further fuelled fiscal retrenchment measures that sought efficiency gains 

5 under the banner of ‘more with less’ (Vaughan-Whitehead, 2013, pp 8, 

6 36; Eurofound, 2015, pp 5–6, 60). As the OECD (2011a, p 9) put it: 

7 ‘To avoid an excessive curtailing of public services, the state needs to be 

8 streamlined and made more efficient.’ Consequently, various rationalization 

9 efforts involving a restructuring of public services from national level 

10 down to the job or workgroup level could be observed as policy responses 

11 across Europe. Efficiency gains and cost reductions were key drivers of 

12 such restructuring measures. 

13 The focus of this chapter is restructuring as a means of addressing 

14 the ‘labour problem’ of how to enhance efficiency in the public sector 

15 (Worrall et al, 2010). It begins by identifying multiple levels where 

16 restructuring has occurred, and an analytical framework for the case of the 

17 Scottish Fire and Rescue Service. This case illustrates how restructuring 

18 has permeated every level of the reform process, from the creation of a 

19 nationwide single service to changes in work organization resembling 

20 the ‘lean’ initiatives observed in other parts of the public services (Carter 

21 et al, 2013a). The study draws from primary data gathered in interviews 

22 with key informants in managerial, human resources (HR) and union 

23 roles, interviews with front-line operational ‘wholetime’ (WT, full time) 

24 firefighters (FFs) and focus groups with WT FF crews. The analysis 

25 identifies the extent and levels of restructuring resulting from public sector 

26 reform, and implications for the experience of work in the public sector. 

27 

28 

29 Multiple levels of public sector restructuring 
30 

31 The label ‘restructuring’ has been attached to a range of reorganization 

32 measures and activities (Eurofound, 2017, p 95). Overall, public 

33 sector workplaces across Europe in the years immediately following 

34 the implementation of austerity measures were more likely to have 

35 experienced restructuring than those in the private sector: 41 per cent 

36 of public sector workplaces, as compared to 35 per cent of those in the 

37 private sector (Eurofound, 2012, p 59). Although the overall number 

38 subsequently reduced, ‘substantial restructuring’ has remained a feature 

39 of organizational life for over 30 per cent of those working in public 

40 administration or the health sector (Eurofound, 2017, p 95). While 

41 restructuring is not inevitably tied to downsizing efforts, a significant 

42 proportion of restructuring measures seem to have effected workforce 
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reductions. Of the workers reporting a significant work-related 1 

restructuring or reorganization in the years following the recession,  2 

44 per cent also reported measures aimed at organizational downsizing 3 

(Eurofound, 2015, p 37). 4 

Considering that demand for public services on the whole increases in   5 

times of economic downturn (OECD, 2011a), restructuring may have 6 

been deemed a means for facilitating rationalization efforts in the form 7 

of downsizing while simultaneously targeting performance and efficiency 8 

improvements (Datta et al, 2010; Alonso et al, 2015). Indeed, after wage 9 

cuts to curb government operating expenditure, downsizing or workforce 10 

‘right sizing’ measures were reported by the vast majority of OECD 11 

nations (OECD, 2012, p 22). These measures included the intent to 12 

execute or continue with staff reductions through various channels, such 13 

as direct job cuts or limits on replacement of retirees according to ratios. 14 

This substantial downsizing trend observed in the years following the 15 

recession affected not only central government across the OECD (2015) 16 

but also other parts of the public services, such as support functions in 17 

education and hospitals. However, according to Tailby (2012), assessing the 18 

true scale of austerity-related downsizing is hindered by the difficulty in 19 

distinguishing between preceding reforms. Since the initial ‘hollowing out 20 

of the state’ (Bach and Kessler, 2012, p 31) in the early days of New Public 21 

Management (NPM), downsizing and outsourcing arguably seem to have 22 

become more engrained in the fabric of public sector management. In 23 

the following sections we identify the extent of austerity-related reform 24 

by considering the levels at which restructuring has taken place. 25 

26 

27 

National-level restructuring 28 
29 

Structural changes to the public sector landscape can be observed in 30 

governance arrangements; for example, the introduction of external, 31 

inter-agency or internal (quasi) markets, and inter-agency joined-up or 32 

partnership working (Bach and Bordogna, 2013; European Commission, 33 

2013). Changes to the numbers, size and duties of public bodies as 34 

part of rationalization-driven restructuring efforts are effected through 35 

privatization, outsourcing, closures, mergers or a fragmentation of 36 

public bodies into smaller units (Eurofound, 2012; Alonso et al, 2015). 37 

Privatization measures following the crisis were scarce, implemented only 38 

in some EU countries, including the UK and Greece (Grimshaw, 2013; 39 

Ioannou, 2013; Eurofound, 2015, pp 86–7). A more significant trend 40 

across EU nations was the outsourcing of government ‘support’ functions, 41 

42 
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1 such as cleaning and information technology (IT) services (Eurofound, 

2 2015, p 41). 

3 The merging of public entities as a policy response to the GFC has 

4 been mixed. Drawing on data from a survey of public sector executives 

5 from 12 European countries, Randma-Liiv and Kickert (2017) found 

6 examples in ten of these countries from 2008 to 2013, including the 

7 merging of ministries and government departments with varying but 

8 largely related remits in Ireland and the Netherlands (O’Connell, 2013; 

9 Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2017, p 314). Public sector mergers in the UK and 

10 Greece took place both at national level and at the inter-organizational 

11 level between the same type of organization, such as hospitals (Ioannou, 

12 2013; Tzannatos and Monogios, 2013; Cabinet Office, 2014). In the 

13 UK, the Coalition Government reduced the number of public bodies 

14 through closures and mergers from just over 900 by around a third to 

15 approximately 600 (Cabinet Office, 2014, p 4). Over 170 public bodies 

16 with ‘overlapping or similar functions’ were identified for merger (Cabinet 

17 Office, 2014, p 3). Such rationalization efforts were reportedly associated 

18 with more central government coordination and recentralized financial 

19 control (Randma-Liiv and Kickert, 2017). 

20 

21 

22 Inter- and intra-organizational-level restructuring 
23 

24 Organizational restructuring in the form of mergers between the same 

25 type of organization, such as in the health and education sectors, creates 

26 economies of scale that are intended to enhance resource utilization and 

27 efficiency (Vaughan-Whitehead, 2013, p 7). As previously mentioned, 

28 hospitals in Greece are one example of such organizational amalgamations 

29 (Tzannatos and Monogios, 2013). Such mergers further facilitate 

30 rationalization measures through the downsizing of support functions 

31 and forming a single back office (Randma-Liiv and Kickert, 2017; for 

32 UK, see Cabinet Office, 2014). 

33 According to the OECD (2011a), restructuring also was carried out to 

34 ‘streamline’ organizational functions as a means of making savings through 

35 reductions in workforce levels and associated expenditure (Vaughan- 

36 Whitehead, 2013). Indeed, according to the European Restructuring 

37 Monitor, ‘internal restructuring’ accounted for ‘the majority of reports 

38 of restructuring to which 7 per cent of job losses were attributable’ 

39 (Eurofound, 2015, p 15). ‘Streamlining’ of organizational functions 

40 may, for instance, be effected through ‘delayering’, such as reductions in 

41 management or the closure of business units, an increased use of IT or 

42 the establishment of ‘shared services’ (OECD, 2011b; Eurofound, 2015). 
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Restructuring at workgroup and job level 1 
2 

Restructuring efforts at workgroup or job level have followed 3 

recommendations for workforce ‘flexibilization’. This concerns flexibility 4 

in the utilization of labour within an organization, for instance, through 5 

changes to working times such as the increases in working hours observed 6 

particularly in Spain, Greece and Ireland (Bach and Bordogna, 2013). 7 

Other flexibilization efforts focus on skills and training (Heyes, 2013). 8 

This resonates with work reorganization practices focusing on skills, 9 

such as ‘high performance work organisation’ (HPWO) or ‘lean’ work 10 

practices, which have been observed in some parts of the public services 11 

in efforts to enhance efficiency and organizational performance (Carter 12 

et al, 2013a; 2013b; Eurofound, 2015, p 97). HPWOs have tended to be 13 

more frequently associated with higher-skilled jobs (Harley et al, 2007), 14 

whereas ‘lean’ practices involve broadening the skills palette (Carter et al, 15 

2013a). ‘Lean’ initiatives, according to Carter et al (2013a), fit with the 16 

notion of doing ‘more with less’. Multiskilling of front-line roles expands 17 

the tasks associated with these roles, thus reducing downtime, while also 18 

allowing management to remove positions that have become redundant. 19 

A more intensive utilization of fewer workers is expected to generate 20 

greater efficiency. 21 

22 

23 

Restructuring and managerial control 24 
25 

Restructuring initiatives tend to be associated with greater control 26 

measures or ‘formal assessment of work’, such as performance targets 27 

(Eurofound, 2012, p 64), including within the public sector (Eurofound, 28 

2015, p 97). Some writers have also suggested that a more intensive 29 

utilization of labour, or work intensification, is associated with increased 30 

surveillance, performance targets and greater individual accountability 31 

(Di Nunzio et al, 2009; Thompson, 2010). Carter et al (2013a; 2013b), 32 

for example, highlight how ‘lean’ initiatives, fuelled by performance 33 

metrics, increase bureaucracy and workload. Intensification is also found 34 

in changes to the pace and amount of work, or extensions of working 35 

time (Eurofound, 2012, p 61). 36 

There are some suggestions that ‘lean’ initiatives effected through 37 

new uses of technology can result in beneficial outcomes for individuals 38 

(Lindsay et al, 2014). However, restructured workplaces are more likely to 39 

be subjected to some form of performance monitoring under tightened 40 

managerial control, and this increased control is associated with negative 41 

individual outcomes; for example, bullying, bad management behaviour 42 
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1 or ‘high strain’ work, especially in blue-collar occupations (Eurofound, 

2 2012). Restructuring and downsizing are associated with reports of 

3 greater work intensity for remaining staff, in particular in public services 

4 (Eurofound, 2015, p 97; Harney et al, 2018) and where reductions 

5 have led to understaffing and thus redistribution of tasks (Flecker 

6 and Hermann, 2011; Eurofound, 2012, p 53). Restructuring efforts 

7 under tight (financial) scrutiny also tend to be associated with control 

8 and surveillance mechanisms, such as performance measurement and 

9 benchmarking practices (Di Nunzio et al, 2009; Flecker and Hermann, 

10 2011, p 537). 

11 

12 

13 Case study context and research approach 
14 

15 Restructuring in the Scottish public sector 
16 

17 The Scottish Fire and Rescue Service (SFRS) case study reflects 

18 pressures for reform from both the Scottish devolved government and 

19 UK central government. The Scottish budget for public expenditure on 

20 devolved matters is tied to decisions made by the UK government in 

21 Westminster (Public Services Commission, 2011, pp 9–10). Consequently, 

22 the extensive fiscal austerity measures through cutbacks pursued in 

23 Westminster translated into the Scottish context, irrespective of the 

24 devolved government’s views on such economic policy and associated 

25 budgetary changes. The Scottish Government consequently embarked 

26 on a reform programme to support the cutbacks required to meet the 

27 reduced budget (Scottish Government, 2011). 

28 The subsequent policy direction was underpinned by the Christie 

29 Commission’s recommendations, which argued that ‘Scotland’s public 

30 service landscape [was] unduly cluttered and fragmented’, requiring the 

31 ‘streamlining of public service structures’ alongside enhanced control 

32 mechanisms, such as improved performance measurement (Public Services 

33 Commission, 2011: ix–x). In addition, there was a desire to ‘improve value 

34 for money’ by ‘embedding an open and rigorous performance culture 

35 within Scotland’s public services’ (Scottish Government, 2011, p 16). 

36 

37 

38 The Scottish Fire and Rescue Service 
39 

40 There were pressures for reform in fire and rescue services prior to 

41 the implementation of austerity-related spending cuts in Westminster. 

42 Arguments for Fire and Rescue Service (FRS) reform referred to 
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efficiency seeking and change to an ‘outdated’ service delivery model   1 

which failed to respond to local needs (ODPM, 2004). The foundations    2 

for the reforms in Scotland in the aftermath of austerity were laid in 3 

2005 through legislative changes to the role of fire brigades to fire and 4 

rescue services. The Fire (Scotland) Act 2005 provided the first legislated  5 

shift away from core firefighting to include preventative activities, such  6 

as Home Fire Safety Visits (HFSVs), and (official) expansion of the role 7 

of fire services to respond to ‘other eventualities’ potentially causing a 8 

person or the environment (plants, animals, the fabric of buildings) to be 9 

harmed, injured, damaged, fall ill or die. Success in reducing the incidence  10 

of fires was thought to increase the amount of time FFs would spend idle, 11 

thus allowing the introduction of more or new tasks to FFs’ working days  12 

to ensure an ‘optimum use of capacity’ (Scottish Government, 2016,   13 

p 17). A more intensive utilization of the workforce was thus possible. 14 

The findings presented in this chapter correspond with the first half of 15 

a two-step programme for organizational change that sought to address 16 

this change in incident response in a fiscal cold climate. 17 

In 2017 there were 356 fire stations in Scotland that had remained  18 

unchanged since the establishment of the single service in 2013 (SFRS, 19 

2017). The majority of these stations (240) are crewed by retained FFs (on- 20 

call FFs with other primary occupations or source of income), whereas 74 21 

are crewed by WT FFs and the remainder by volunteer crews. Overall, 22 

on 31 March 2017 the service employed 7,834 staff (SFRS, 2017, p 1), of 23 

which 3,645 were WT operational staff, 2,870 retained duty system FFs, 24 

316 volunteer FFs, 165 control room staff and 838 support staff. 25 

26 

27 

research design 28 
29 

The fieldwork took place in 2017, four years after the nationwide 30 

restructuring had established the single FRS. Seven key-informant 31 

interviews were conducted within several managerial functions, including 32 

senior representatives from HR and the union, in order to gain a more 33 

detailed understanding of the reorganization measures and their rationale. 34 

As the aim was to link macro-level reform to work reorganization within 35 

the labour process, further qualitative enquiry focused on the front line. 36 

Seven semi-structured interviews and seven focus groups were conducted 37 

with front-line WT FFs. Specifically, attitudes to changes in working 38 

patterns, job roles and the nature of job tasks (past changes and those 39 

planned under the second reform phase) and the perceived impact of 40 

these on the day-to-day experience of work, such as changes in work 41 

intensity, were discussed. 42 
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1 In total, 45 participants (38 WT FFs and seven key informants) 

2 were recruited, but not all were able to attend for the full duration of 

3 each session, owing to callouts. Three focus groups were affected by 

4 participants being absent for around half of the duration of the discussion. 

5 The numbers of participants in focus groups ranged from four to five 

6 FFs, which reflects the crew sizes for appliances (fire engines). Line 

7 management (crew and watch managers) forms part of a fire crew and, 

8 as such, also participated in focus groups. 

9 The nine fire stations selected were located in the West and East areas 

10 in predominantly urban or suburban areas. Two rural fire stations were 

11 visited for means of comparison. The focus on more urban areas was 

12 dictated by the fact that stations in very rural areas are not manned by 

13 WT staff. The sample covered a variety of stations: ‘single pump’ stations 

14 (equipped with just one fire engine) and ‘two pump’ stations (equipped 

15 with two fire engines), with or without specialisms. 

16 Documentary sources from the Scottish Government, Audit Scotland, 

17 FBU (Fire Brigades Union) and the SFRS, as well as key informant 

18 interviews, provided data for identifying national-level restructuring. 

19 Further insights from key-informant interviews then supplemented front- 

20 line perspectives to provide data on changes at organizational level as 

21 regards management and control mechanisms; workgroup level as regards 

22 shift patterns; and ultimately at the job and individual levels in terms of 

23 the cascading effects of control mechanisms and changes in staffing. 

24 

25 

26 findings 
27 

28 Restructuring at the national and inter-/intra-organizational level 
29 

30 The first reorganization phase saw the amalgamation of the eight 

31 legacy fire and rescue services into a single organization that became 

32 operational in 2013 (Audit Scotland, 2015). In the spirit of ‘tackling waste, 

33 duplication and inefficiency’ (Scottish Government, 2011, p 4), creating 

34 a single national Scottish service was seen as effecting savings while at 

35 least initially protecting front-line operational staff by reducing duplicate 

36 support functions (Audit Scotland, 2015). Efficiency savings emanating 

37 from economies of scale in the nationwide service were expected to allow 

38 the organization to meet its new budget, which had been reduced by 

39 just over 31 per cent as compared to what the eight legacy brigades had 

40 previously received combined (Scottish Government, 2011, p 17; Audit 

41 Scotland, 2015). 

42 
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The newly established national single service was transferred from local 1 

authority control to the direct control of the Justice wing of the Scottish 2 

Government. It was argued that nationally agreed performance measures  3 

and a framework for assessment of outcomes of the FRS in Scotland were 4 

needed in order to deliver on the national outcomes set by the Scottish 5 

Government in ‘Scotland Performs’ (Audit Scotland, 2011; Scottish      6 

Government, 2014). In a cold fiscal climate, it was asserted, this need for 7 

developing such measures became ever more pressing. The first national 8 

performance management framework based on ‘high-level targets’ and key 9 

performance indicators (KPIs) followed, and results were first published   10 

in February 2012 (Audit Scotland, 2015, p 11). To this, another tier in 11 

performance control was introduced to enable local authorities to still 12 

influence the priorities of the service in spite of oversight having been 13 

transferred to the Justice Directorate under the Police and Fire Reform 14 

(Scotland) Act 2012. 15 

This restructuring at national level was accompanied by intra-  16 

organizational restructuring. Back-office functions, such as HR and 17 

control room staff, were merged to reduce workforce levels. While 18 

support staff arguably had seen the biggest proportional cuts in overall 19 

workforce levels post-amalgamation of 24 per cent from 2011 to 2017 20 

(Audit Scotland, 2015), in total numbers WT FFs had experienced the 21 

largest reduction. There are now just over 1,000 fewer FFs than in 2010, 22 

with reductions mainly from WT staff (FBU, 2017). These reductions 23 

occurred through a prolonged recruitment freeze that saw the non- 24 

replacement of retirees. While the Chief Fire Officer had maintained the 25 

number of fire stations, there were staff shortages among WT FFs (Audit 26 

Scotland, 2018). 27 

Furthermore, management structures were revised, seeing the middle- 28 

management cadre reduced but also new roles, namely Local Senior 29 

Officers (LSOs) and Deputy Assistant Chief Officer, introduced for each 30 

Service Delivery Area in the North, West and East. The role of LSO was 31 

specifically created to liaise with local authorities in setting priorities and 32 

targets in local plans (Scottish Government, 2011, p 17; SFRS, 2018a). 33 

34 

35 

Workgroup-level restructuring 36 
37 

Work patterns saw subtle change in the East and North Service Delivery 38 

Areas through a change in shift pattern to the ‘5 Group Duty System’ 39 

(5GDS), or ‘5 Watch Duty System’ as it was predominantly still referred 40 

to by the front line. The pattern of the new roster was essentially the 41 

same as previously, but instead of any one crew member being on leave 42 
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1 at any one time, this changed to whole crews taking leave at the same 

2 time. This rearrangement of duty patterns allowed the organization to 

3 employ the smallest possible number of WT FFs so as to (in theory) just 

4 meet the minimum requirement of staff per appliance as agreed with the 

5 union. This allowed a reduction of the overall WT FF front-line numbers 

6 to be, as one FF put it, ‘at bare bones’ (F30). The 5GDS disposed of some 

7 so-called ‘extra bodies’ (additional FFs at some stations to buffer sickness 

8 absence) in replacing these with annually predetermined ‘orange days’. On 

9 orange days, FFs could be called in to work to make up the full amount 

10 of working hours needed to meet their annualized working hours. The 

11 FBU had successfully negotiated a 48 hours’ notice for orange days. If 

12 this notice period was not adhered to, FFs could be asked to come in to 

13 work on ‘overtime’, for which they had to receive additional overtime 

14 pay, but could not be required to come in. 

15 In practice, nearly all respondents from the (sub)urban stations 

16 highlighted issues in relation to the smooth running of the system. Several 

17 respondents commented that sickness absence levels aggravated staffing 

18 issues under this system. While overall the shift patterns per se were 

19 seen by the majority of respondents as favourable or as having perks, 

20 understaffing as well as poor management and oversight of staffing were 

21 sources of frustration across the (sub)urban stations. Due to shortages in 

22 staff or no cover being organized ahead of time, second fire appliances 

23 from ‘two pump’ stations were frequently not dispatched to incidents by 

24 control room staff (or were taken ‘off the run’). Crew members from these 

25 appliances were then sent out to other stations, in particular to so-called 

26 ‘single pump’ stations, to cover absences. As one firefighter commented: 

27 

28 ‘It’s the way they’re basically looking at it [cutting costs] is just 

29 cutting jobs, it’s why there was a recruitment freeze for quite 

30 a while where they got to a real critical point where we were 

31 putting appliances off the run [here], four or five every day 

32 was [sic] off the run. We now had a load of recruits but … 

33 they’re not really going to make any much difference.’ (F14) 

34 

35 The 5GDS had been introduced in the West some years before the 

36 organizational restructuring and rolled out across the North and East of 

37 the unified service in early 2017. While in the West staffing issues were 

38 mostly seen as a result of understaffing, participants in the East mostly 

39 saw these as a result of poor, inexperienced staffing management. With 

40 the roll-out of the 5GDS, oversight of staffing at station level was moved 

41 to central regional offices. 

42 
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Further reorganization efforts at the job level were envisaged under 1 

the second phase of reform, which saw the service-wide ‘transformation’ 2 

programme. The roll-out of this programme was announced during 3 

summer 2017, but stalled owing to discord with the single profession 4 

union representing FFs, the FBU. This ‘transformation’ would see a      5 

further widening of the role of the FRS and therefore wider ‘multi- 6 

skilling’ of the front line. A second round of changes to staffing levels, 7 

corresponding to fluctuations in ‘demand’ for services, were also 8 

envisaged. Current requirements for staffing levels on appliances would 9 

thus be circumvented by introducing smaller vehicles which needed fewer 10 

staff. An HR respondent elaborated: 11 

12 

‘then also we’re looking at our demand patterns, you know, 13 

because have we got our fire stations in the right places? Have 14 

we got the crewing models right for the types of risk that those 15 

communities are now facing? […] Can we be more efficient? 16 

Can we use new technologies in a different way to deliver 17 

our services differently and therefore be even better value for 18 

money?’ (Senior HR respondent) 19 

20 

21 

Managerial control 22 
23 

In order to deliver on the goals of enhancing accountability and improving 24 

productivity, tightened control mechanisms were evident in two respects. 25 

First, emphasis on targets at the group level increased through the 26 

reformed and tightened performance frameworks under the increased 27 

managerial oversight of newly created management roles (LSOs). Group- 28 

level targets would, for instance, relate to HFSV numbers carried out 29 

across various parts of the demographic, which then were believed to 30 

deliver on higher-level KPIs, such as reductions in accidental dwelling 31 

fires. In all but one of the rural stations and throughout the majority of 32 

FF interviews/focus groups, issues around targets, in combination with 33 

an increase in managerial scrutiny, were described. Some associated this 34 

increasing emphasis on targets as a way of ‘justifying jobs’ or demonstrating 35 

‘value for money’. 36 

37 

‘I guess it all comes down to money as well. It’s budget and  38 

justifying your job and what you’re doing kind of thing.’ (F12) 39 

40 

While targets had existed prior to the restructuring in 2013, pressures 41 

were widely reported to have increased. Most participating FFs did not 42 
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1 mind the activities behind the targets but, rather, commented on how 

2 the targets were overseen by middle management. The intensification of 

3 performance pressures had given rise to feelings of being undervalued, a 

4 drop in morale and greater feelings of frustration where this was associated 

5 with poor management behaviour. Targets were perceived as being applied 

6 unfairly as they did not take into account long periods of time off or busy 

7 spells. Several participants also voiced frustration in accessing households 

8 that would benefit the most from target-related activities, such as HFSVs, 

9 and dissatisfaction with a sense of having ‘to drum up business’: 

10 

11 ‘We know that 90 per cent of people have got smoke detectors. 

12 Do we need to keep to continue [sic] going out there just 

13 because we happen to have included it in one of our KPIs 

14 now? Aye, that we have to. So we’re a slave to the KPI, a 

15 slave to the performance indicator. Not to the actual maybe 

16 requirement or need, you know, of the actual activity. […] but 

17 there is a perception of firefighters that we’re going through 
18 the motions.’ (Senior union respondent, F43) 

19 

20 The second area of tighter control reported was through bureaucratic 

21 procedures and intensified reporting. This was the most universally 

22 negatively discussed issue during interviews and focus groups. The 

23 volumes of paperwork expected of line management (crew and watch 

24 managers) and increasingly of FFs took up considerable amounts of 

25 time. Rules and procedures were perceived as unworkable, restrictive, ill 

26 informed and issued in an ad hoc or ‘knee jerk’ way. An example given 

27 by several groups related to the ad hoc instruction to ‘do reassurance 

28 visits’ to flats in all buildings of five or more floors in the fallout of the 

29 Grenfell Tower fire in London. This instruction was issued by the Scottish 

30 Government, illustrating the changes in governance arrangements. The 

31 sheer numbers of visits in city centres were pointed out as this crew 

32 manager joked: 

33 

34 ‘everybody sat in this room will be dead before you get two 

35 streets done. Hehehe! It is unachievable, it is unachievable.’ 

36 (F23) 

37 

38 One crew further complained that they had been left with insufficient 

39 guidance on what was expected of them in doing such visits, as well as 

40 feeling underqualified to effectively ‘reassure’ inhabitants of multi-storey 

41 buildings. Moreover, tightened scrutiny associated with expanded rulesets 

42 
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and procedures may have at times eroded the small amount of discretion 1 

that could previously be exerted by the front line. 2 

The majority of respondents at the generally busier (sub)urban stations 3 

also criticized managerial oversight of crews’ targets or adherence to 4 

new rules and procedures. Examples included accounts of constant 5 

reprimanding for small mistakes or underperformance (described by 6 

around half of participants). The majority of FF participants reported 7 

feeling unfairly treated, micro-managed, undervalued and lacking voice. 8 

9 

‘If we do anything wrong, anything small, we are slapped down 10 

like a big stick and that is basically the crux of everything I 11 

think.’ (F42) 12 

13 

Such unfair treatment and a ‘name and shame culture’ were acknowledged 14 

as action points resulting from a recent cultural audit conducted by the 15 

organization (SFRS, 2016: 4). 16 

17 

18 

Work intensity 19 
20 

Line management reported a significant intensification of administrative 21 

work under increasing bureaucracy. This was endemic throughout all tiers 22 

of management, as illustrated by the following managers: 23 

24 

‘I would think my workload has increased at least tenfold if 25 

not more. Because our reporting mechanisms have changed 26 

quite a little bit as well. So if we talk about key performance 27 

indicators; that’s something I’d never heard of before. But the  28 

modern world, everybody wants a statistic and a figure and 29 

targets have been set so … that landscape within the service 30 

has changed.’ (Key informant, procedure-informing role) 31 

‘So what should be a two minute job to fill in a tick box to 32 

say “this is what’s wrong” […] becomes probably 45 minutes’  33 

work.’ (F24) 34 

35 

While fire-related incidents had decreased, response to other incidents 36 

had increased since 2009–10 (SFRS, 2018b), as well as non-emergency 37 

work, such as community engagement. Around a third of FF participants 38 

and their line managers felt that the general public perception of ‘lazy’ 39 

FFs was not reflective of their working realities and falsely provided the 40 

imperative for yet a further widening of their job role to include more 41 

routine tasks – for example, more preventative and computer-based tasks, 42 
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1 providing cover for understaffing. These additional tasks also raised a 

2 concern that hands-on training quality and frequency had suffered. A 

3 firefighter voiced this view as follows: 

4 

5 ‘it’s more about the targets and making sure they’re not missed 

6 and the training’s just – if you get the time, you can do it. 

7 Everything else is a priority, that’s not the priority for us. But 

8 for us it should be.’ (F32) 

9 

10 The expansion of tasks associated with the increase in monitoring and 

11 control was viewed as excessive. Some felt that collecting numbers in 

12 order to produce statistics had become the most important task expected 

13 of FFs. Consequently, rather than the intensity of work in terms of its 

14 pace and volume being an issue, the intensity of scrutiny experienced 

15 under tight performance measurement and bureaucratic procedures was 

16 the most significant problem for FFs and line managers alike: 

17 

18 ‘It’s just the gaffer says he’s getting e-mails about missed 

19 paperwork and somebody’s not ticked a box on one page of 

20 a training screen and you’re like “Oof! All the good stuff I’ve 

21 done hasn’t been picked up on? But that one, that one missed 

22 box that I’ve not ticked? Or that one form I filled in wrong? 

23 You jobbed all of it?”’ (F25) 

24 

25 Understaffing contributed in part to further, if temporary, increases in 

26 work intensity that could be observed in (sub)urban fire stations. Staffing 

27 shortages had two effects on work intensity. Firstly, where appliances had 

28 to ‘go off the run’ owing to staffing shortages, several respondents noted 

29 that the remainder of machines were as a result reportedly busy providing 

30 cover for an area. A respondent (F19) described how the remaining pump 

31 that was not taken off the run would be so busy providing cover that FFs 

32 at that station would jokingly liken being called out once to disappearing 

33 in the ‘Bermuda Triangle’. The crew was not to be seen again at the 

34 station, bouncing from incident to incident. 

35 Secondly, five out of seven focus groups as well as two interviewees 

36 further discussed how fewer appliances on the run can potentially intensify 

37 stress at incidents when support crews, needed for application of safety 

38 procedures, would have to be dispatched from further away. The senior 

39 union respondent (F43) as well as some FFs also expressed concern over 

40 current procedures becoming unworkable (with a drop in the speed of 

41 response anticipated). Reduced staffing models were under discussion 

42 at the time of study. Moreover, pumps had to go off the run, due to 
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understaffing and further cuts under austerity. One FF expressed this 1 

concern as follows: 2 

3 

‘I think one of the biggest issues with the drop […] is if you 4 

do get a job and you need another appliance to show up, 5 

there’s potential of it coming from further away. So that time  6 

difference could actually potentially make a huge difference 7 

to the outcome. Not just for anyone that was involved in the 8 

fire initially. But to ourselves. ’Cause it’s a lot more pressure  9 

because we might not have enough bodies there to do the 10 

job so being under that extra pressure trying to – will I take 11 

more risks?’ (F35) 12 

13 

There were also reports by around a third of participants, or most of 14 

the crews in (sub)urban locations, of staff shortages having increased 15 

involuntary overtime in terms of being relieved at the end of one’s shift. 16 

However, being offered additional shifts ahead of time was mentioned 17 

by several FFs as a good way of earning a little extra. Large increases in 18 

overtime, either for calling staff in to cover a whole shift or for hours added 19 

on to one’s shift until relief could be resourced, were acknowledged as a  20 

cost problem by the organization (SFRS, 2018a), suggesting the potential 21 

unintended consequences of austerity-inspired staff reduction measures. 22 

23 

24 

Discussion 25 
26 

Organizational restructuring at the national level saw the merging of 27 

FRS in Scotland into a single national service. This entailed moving the 28 

national service from local authority control to the control of the devolved 29 

Scottish Government’s Justice wing. A recentralization of control over  30 

public entities illustrates the overarching financial imperative to cut public 31 

expenditure marking the particular character of public sector reform 32 

under austerity (European Commission, 2013; Alonso et al, 2015). 33 

Considering that fire and rescue services as emergency services are 34 

deemed essential, the amalgamation of the FRS exemplifies reform 35 

that seeks efficiencies at every level where a wholesale outsourcing 36 

and privatization of these parts of the public services as an approach to 37 

reducing public expenditure is impossible. Moreover, the reform under 38 

study has shown how restructuring efforts at the various levels, from the 39 

national to the job level, were interdependent in order to deliver on the 40 

overarching aim of meeting the reduced budget while attempting to 41 

protect services available to the wider population. The merging of the 42 
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1 legacy fire services in itself, with the exception of support functions such 

2 as HR and IT, would not have allowed for reductions in front-line levels. 

3 These relied on the introduction of a new shift pattern to the East and 

4 North areas that allowed reductions in front-line WT FFs through ‘natural 

5 wastage’ and a more flexible utilization of the remaining workforce by 

6 introducing ‘orange days’. Yet factors such as potential miscalculations 

7 in recruitment freezes (leading to understaffing in front-line operational 

8 FFs), cuts to support functions, the requirement to give 48 hours’ notice 

9 to call FFs in and sickness absence levels appear to have hindered the 

10 roster’s ability to deliver cost savings. Cost savings were dampened by the 

11 additional pay required by reliance on overtime absence-covering. 

12 The case of the FRS in Scotland confirms previous studies of 

13 restructuring for efficiency savings driven by rationalization logics. 

14 These have pointed to the negative repercussions of restructuring on 

15 the remaining workforce (Carter et al, 2013b; Harney et al, 2018). The 

16 study also illustrates the negative effects on front-line staff of the concept 

17 of ‘doing more with less’. The negative effects of increasing the tasks 

18 expected of front-line staff while reducing staffing were to some degree 

19 mitigated by the shift pattern, which, in essence, remained intact under 

20 the new crewing model. More problematic was the implementation of 

21 the roster, with its susceptibility to understaffing and mismanagement. 

22 The study’s findings point towards some interlinking effects of higher- 

23 level reforms in a fiscal cold climate in which tightened accountability for 

24 and oversight of scarce resources appear to have translated into somewhat 

25 worsened individual experiences of work. Increased control mechanisms 

26 at the workplace level, installed to deliver ‘value for money’, entailed more 

27 tasks at the job level concerned with documenting activities and form 

28 filling. As noted elsewhere (Di Nunzio et al, 2009; Flecker and Hermann, 

29 2011, p 537), tightened control mechanisms associated with increases in 

30 paperwork, thus reducing downtime, intensified the experience of work 

31 for FFs. Line management was also severely affected by the intensification 

32 of work. The nature of such changes in administrative, computer-based 

33 work and associated mid-managerial behaviour were the focus of concern, 

34 rather than the intensification of work itself. For individuals, these issues 

35 were associated with unfair treatment and loss of morale. 

36 

37 

38 Conclusion 
39 

40 The aim of this chapter has been to trace the cascading manifestations 

41 of macro-level fiscal retrenchment through levels of efficiency-seeking 

42 public service restructuring measures at the national level, inter-/ 
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intra-organizational level, workgroup and job level. While the study 1 

cannot demonstrate causality across levels, the analysis provides a lens   2 

for examining the interconnectivity of reorganization measures to effect 3 

changes in ‘productivity’ and, as such, address ‘the labour problem’ 4 

across the various levels. The case of the FRS in Scotland illustrates how 5 

reorganization to achieve a more intensive utilization of labour intertwined 6 

the creation of a unified national service and leaner staffing models, with 7 

changes in the volume and nature of tasks at the job level. The study 8 

raises questions about whether reorganization measures can effectively 9 

mitigate the impact of fiscal retrenchment while enhancing ‘efficiency’ in 10 

‘labour utilisation’. In this study, it appears that reorganization for more 11 

intensive labour utilization has been effective, if perhaps artificially so, 12 

given the apparent unintended and less visible consequences of the control 13 

mechanisms that have been introduced – for example, overtime costs 14 

and low morale. The qualitative value of such increases in ‘productivity’, 15 

therefore, remains in question. 16 

17 
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