Article 1: Leadership From the Little Guy: What it takes to be the Informal Leader!
By Brian Ward

Have you ever considered what it takes to be a leader in your department? How much of an influence or change agent can an individual be without the use of trumpets or 30 years of seniority? Have you ever considered what it takes to make a change in the fire service? The fact of the matter is that anyone can provide the push for changes to take place in our service. The key is to understand and practice certain characteristics that will exemplify who you are, show what you stand for. 
In this series of articles we will discuss many different topics; however, the majority of our discussion will revolve around a four step process that I have found beneficial to my development in the service. Although I may mention some theory, I do not claim to be a leadership theologist nor do I have any degrees in leadership, the basis of what I will discuss is how I accomplished different task in my career. Maybe this could be called the School of Hard Knocks Leadership, it was a learning process, but a process that none-the-less has proven well. 
Before we dive off into the four step process though, I want you to think about leaders in general. What makes you think of them as leaders? What traits bring about your respect for them? A small sample of some of the traits that people commonly tie to leaders include: Knowledge, Understanding, Competence, Decisiveness, Trustworthiness, Sympathy, and Tactfulness to name just a few. There are many more but these seem to be common in most circles. As U.S. Fire Administrator Kelvin Cochran states, “There is no cookie cutter style of leadership, each individual has to develop their own authentic leadership to be successful.” 

As we realized, the items that we discussed in the last paragraph provided no direct linkage to any rank or seniority. Then, “in theory,” it could hold true that a younger, maybe moderately experienced firefighter could have the capacity to lead a group of individuals to great things if this individual possessed these certain traits. Now, with this in mind, how do we develop these particular traits? Some of these are learned over time such as life experience and/or experience on the job, as one grows one learns. Some of these experiences are even forced on us. Early on for me I had to make a decision whether to hang out with friends or go to work when I was in high school due to my father becoming disabled. I did not necessarily appreciate having to do this at the time but the work ethic developed has proven to be a great asset in this profession.


Job experience can come from simply asking for the busy station assignments. These types of assignments will allow you to build confidence in your decisions through repetition. Foremost, as you develop your skill level and make improvements, you will gain respect for your actions. I recently spent a little over two years as a training officer for my department, one of my deciding factors in leaving the fire academy was to obtain more field experience. Within the first few months of being assigned to one of our busiest stations I saw more “awkward” calls then I had seen in quite some time. The other added benefit to this was that I was riding as the officer on calls such as a Haz Mat Suicide, Industrial Accident, the infamous Man on Fire, and multiple homicides. All of these were certainly challenges, but they are the calls that will aid in developing anyone’s problem-solving and decision making skills. 
I do find it necessary to share a quote that I have come to admire. The quote comes from the Father of the Fire Service, Benjamin Franklin. He stated that “Experience keeps a dear school, but fools will learn in no other.” Francis Brannigan added to this statement by saying, “In the Fire Service the price of experience is blood and grief.” As an individual grows, we cannot rely solely on experience. We have to expand our education and knowledge beyond just what we can see and do it before the call comes in. It may be the training or education that prepares us to handle one of these awkward calls, and may just prevent an injury or death. 

So far, everything that we have talked about concerns methods for learning the traits and characteristics that are needed to become effective leaders. One of the other primary aspects of this includes the use of mentoring and specifically looking at the “Two Perspective Approach to Mentoring.” The two perspectives come from the Mentee and the Mentors point of view. As the mentee, we all need to be looking for the individuals that can provide us with knowledge and advice on different situations. As the Mentor, we all need to be willing to provide this knowledge and advice in order to grow the organization and the individual skills of the mentee. During a presentation by FDNY Ret. Deputy Chief John Norman, he described the importance of leaving behind a legacy in your organization and further explains how mentoring helps accomplish this. The ability to embrace multiple mentorships with proven leaders (formal or informal) will allow an individual to grow in multiple directions and manifest their ability to develop different perspectives (or solutions) to particular situations (or problems). 
Moving forward, after understanding what it takes to develop these traits and characteristics, it’s time to mention the four step process and the basis for the future of this series. This process includes: Vision, Proactive, Action-Oriented, and Demonstrator of Beliefs. 
Vision

No individual can move forward in any capacity in life without a vision. We can all live day to day but we will never accomplish anything without that ability to look beyond what is in front of us. The philosophy of Vietnam Veteran Lt. Gen. Hal Moore, A.K.A. Mel Gibson in “We Were Soldiers,” was to always ask himself what more could he be doing. Once he realized what he should be doing, he continued to look farther and farther down the road. He always felt there was more that he could or should be doing. Don’t stop with the present, always look to the future. 
Proactive


Being proactive is directly related to your vision. If you are able to visualize, then you have the ability to be proactive, whether you choose to use it or not. You have the ability to do before told or before an event occurs. With all of the situations and circumstances facing the fire service such as line-of-duty-deaths and on-the-job injuries there are plenty of things that we need to be proactive with. Waiting until something tragic happens is not the time to decide to do something. 
Action-Oriented


Action-Oriented simply means leading by example. Be the individual that people look up to, talk less and mean more. Another way of putting it is to let your actions speak for who you are. Along with this you must challenge yourself beyond the minimum acceptable standard. It’s not “good enough” to be just the minimum. I cannot recall who said it but the quote states “It’s great that you passed the promotional test with a 70, but I want to know what 30 percent of your job don’t you know.” This exemplifies what being Action-Oriented is, going above and beyond. 


Demonstrator of Beliefs


Being a Demonstrator of Beliefs goes hand in hand with being Action-Oriented. However, going above and beyond does not mean that you believe in what you are doing. This means to not only do and say but to truly understand why we do and say. No matter what you try to do or accomplish, show that your heart is in everything that you do. Even people that may normally be against a certain initiative, if they know that it’s coming from what’s inside you they will be much more receptive to listening to you. 

Adversity

Although not part of the process, another vital aspect to be discussed is the adversity that you will face. Even if you live and breathe every one of these points, you will face as I have faced adversity. However, it’s important to keep in mind that, “Rocks are always thrown from behind you and never in front of you.” Negativity is just one type of adversity that you will face, there are many others, but regardless stay the course. And know that your ability to handle adversity will show your level of professionalism.


Although this series is for the development of informal leaders, all individuals will be able to take something away. There will either be something for you or something that you will be able to pass along to others such as mentoring. One of the most missed opportunities in the fire service is the potential to develop the future leaders of our organizations. The true fact of the matter is that the firefighters and seat riders are the leaders of the fire department and have more influence than any one officer or chief. When people listen to firefighters it’s because they want to not because they have to. So, why wouldn’t anyone want to tap in to this influence potential? 

Article 2: Vision: Visualizing Your Future Fire Service
In the first article of this series we focused the majority of our discussion on the characteristics and traits of effective leaders. As we moved through the article, I described a four step process that I found vital to my career and my development as an informal leader. The four steps included: Vision, Proactive, Action-Oriented and Demonstrator of Beliefs. In this article the first step will be discussed: Vision: Visualizing Your Future Fire Service. As previously stated, no individual can move forward in any capacity of life without a vision. We can make it day to day but we will never accomplish our dreams or, more importantly, live to our full potential. It really just comes down to the theme that I used for my first leadership conference, “Preparing Today, In Order To Lead Tomorrow.”
Webster’s Dictionary defines vision as, “A thought, concept or object formed by the imagination; unusual discernment or foresight.” All successful leaders have a vision for what we need but don’t have and what we need to be doing that we are not. These leaders are not blinded by the forest when looking through to the trees. Classic examples include Martin Luther King Junior’s vision or dream of peace and John F. Kennedy’s putting a man on the moon. These individuals had a drive that pushed them to achieve goals for the greater good of mankind. What made them different than anyone of us? The answer is their vision.

The fire service has faced many obstacles, even in my short career. These obstacles can prove to be disheartening and crushing to people that have worked tirelessly for the betterment of our departments. However, these individuals do not go away, they do not quit, and they do not give up. It is their vision for a greater good, a better fire service, and the development of a philosophy that will send everyone home at the end of the day that drives them. From the time that I finished my first basic firefighter course I was never satisfied with the status quo. I was never satisfied with where I was as a firefighter. However, it was not that I was discontent with any organization or individual, it was my craving to know more and to be better than what I currently was. Once I joined my current career department I started to settle in but it wasn’t long before the same feeling came back me. I have heard the comments such as “You’ll burnout” or “You’ll get tired someday,” but I’m pleased to say that this desire still remains. As well, each accomplishment drives the next goal.

One of the first visions that I had was the creation of the Gwinnett County Leadership and Safety Conference. It started out after a meeting with the area training officers concerning training that needed to be created for our departments. The concept for the conference is very simple, if I could bring in one speaker to train a few of us, why not bring in numerous speakers to train a whole lot of us. In addition, if I could get some assistance to pay for it then we could train even more firefighters. It all started with looking at FDNY Battalion Chief John Salka to conduct a Rapid Intervention class, this was a heavy topic at the time. After adding a couple of sponsors, Ret. FDNY Deputy Chief John Norman, Fire Chief Rick Lasky and a few others, our first conference was born with 250 firefighters attending. We are now working on our third conference coming up in February of 2011. No one in the Atlanta area had done such a thing, at least not in my time, of this magnitude. In essence, there was no template or tremendous assistance as far as advice to guide this project. Everything, good and bad, came from the vision that was trapped inside my head. 

I think that this is what Vietnam Veteran Lt. Gen. Hal Moore, A.K.A. Mel Gibson in “We Were Soldiers” was talking about during the 2007 American Veterans Center Conference. His philosophy of always asking himself what more could he be doing and once he realized this, what else could he be doing. This is the positive effect of having a vision. This was probably a large contributing factor to him surviving the war. 

One of the benefits of having a vision is the resultant plan that formulates from the development of your vision. Having the ability to organize, prioritize, and manage your workload comes from the creation of steps that lead to your end goal. In order for us to reach this particular goal, there are always steps that must be taken first. This is best described by saying that as we accomplish the little task, the big picture becomes much clearer and the image is greatly enhanced. In essence, as Mark A. Hinz states it, “A vision makes a possibility, a reality.”

When talking about an individual’s vision, specifically career enhancement and professional development, the establishment of goals is vital to success. Establishing goals, or benchmarks as we call them in the fire service, will identify several items. The first item needing to be identified is knowing where you want to be in 25 or 30 years. Making this decision now does not mean that it cannot be changed mid way through; however, it will create options for you when that time comes. The second item is the creation of a time line or a prioritization chart. Start at the 30 year mark and begin listing items that will help you accomplish your end goal. It is generally best to use a year to year format for the short term and then start a 5 year interval plan for the long term. Having this time line will keep you from freelancing and help you focus on particular items that are vital at each specific point in your career. The third item is to simply start with the first item on your list, as you accomplish them cross them off and continuously update your prioritization chart. If you are unsure of what it may take to reach your goal, look at individuals from around the country. I started and still do read the bio’s of authors in all the books and articles that I read for credibility of the text but also to understand what put them in the place that they are. 

One of my personal goals was to successfully complete Georgia’s Smoke Diver Program. This is an intense 6 day course full of non-stop safety and survival, and advanced search techniques, to say the least. I did not know what the outcome would be when I started training several months out but I knew that I wanted to be on the other end when I completed this journey. My vision of being successful each time I suited up to train and during each drill, kept me focused on what I had to accomplish each specific moment. There were definitely struggles along the way, but it was this focus on the little steps that led to me completing that sixth day of training on a positive note. The GSD Creed is worth stating, it exemplifies what it takes to carry out a vision, and it is worth reciting when you feel like giving up, quitting, or feel that an obstacle is to tough. 

“If I persist, if I continue to try, if I continue to charge forward, I will succeed.  I will not hear those who weep and complain, for their disease is contagious. The prizes of life are at the end of each journey, not near the beginnings, and it is not given to me to know how many steps are necessary in order to reach my goal. I will never consider defeat, and I will remove from my vocabulary such words as quit, cannot, unable, impossible, failure, and retreat, for these are the words of fools and cowards. When my thoughts beckon my tired body homeward, I will resist the temptation to depart.  I will try again. I will make one more attempt to close with victory, and if that fails, I will make another. When others cease their struggle, then mine will begin, and my harvest will be full.”


One of the items that I have come to realize with having a vision is that there is a domino effect. Each time I move forward with completing one of my goals, it opens up unexpected doors. In return, these unexpected doors opened other doors that I never thought about. As this happened, it caused me to change and add to my goals, all the while allowing me to move closer and closer to my long term goal. 

 
The intent is that as you read through this article, you will examine your future. Where do you want to be in 5, 10 and 20 years? What will it take for you to accomplish this? What steps do you need to take now that will dictate where you are in 20 years? The individuals with this type of vision and the ones that carry out their plans are the individuals that create legacies in the fire service. Their work will live on well past the departure from their department, and will be referenced for years to come.
Article 3: Exemplify the Meaning of Being Proactive
In the third article of this series we will talk about simply being proactive or exemplifying what it means to be proactive. As stated in the first article, being proactive is directly related to your vision. If you are able to visualize, then you have the ability to be proactive, whether you choose to use it or not. You have the ability to do before told or before an event occurs. With all of the situations and circumstances facing the fire service such as line-of-duty-deaths and on-the-job injuries there is an endless amount of situations that we need to be proactive with. Waiting until something tragic happens is not the time to decide to act. 

In Steven Coveys, 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, Habit number 1 is to be Proactive. He states that we should take responsibility for ourselves and not to allow the people or environments around us to decide or influence the behavior which we portray. Our behavior is the one thing that we can control without any outside influences. Proactive individuals tend to navigate their behaviors towards items that they can change and don’t dwell on the items they can’t. 

Throughout the fire service we can see certain trends going around in every department. Many of us know and can see these items, such as the mentalities and skill levels amongst department members, which need to be addressed. However, we commonly do not act upon these items until a tragic event, an injury or a death occurs. At this point we start to look for ways to amend or adopt a new blanket policy for everything from this point forward. In essence, we get trapped in a repetitive reactive state. We tend to travel in circles trying to solve these issues. 

This concept was illustrated through a conversation held several years ago. It was stated that if we could just slow down the pace of our department for even a short amount of time, we would be able to catch up and put all of the right procedures in place and ensure that everyone is on the same playing field. However, only the opposite has occurred to this point, we have increased our speed to the tune of about 200 additional firefighters and 7 or 8 additional stations. With the exponential growth that has been experienced it has become even more essential that we, as individuals and departments, become proactive. 

So, how do we become proactive? Most firefighters are gong-ho about coming to work and take care of the stations and apparatus to a precision unknown in most occupations. However, sometimes what gets us bogged down is time management and not knowing where to get the resources needed to be proactive. When this happens we tend to procrastinate or totally suspend all operations. 

One of the things that I learned during my time as a training officer with Gwinnett County was that I would never survive the fire academy if I waited until I was told to do something. I would like to think and I believe that my officers would agree that I made my living while at the fire academy on producing work in a very timely manner if not already having it when the topic was mentioned. While being the youngest member of the fire academy staff at the time, being proactive allowed me to be involved and considered the subject matter expert as my Battalion Chief Wayne Mooney justified it, on several topics for my department.  

The first item that really launched my career inside of training was the development of our Incident Safety Officer Program. It was mentioned that this was a direction that the department wanted to explore and eventually implement as time allowed. At this point in my career I had attended the NFA ISO program at our state fire academy and had kept the text book materials. This would prove to provide a good reference point for me to start developing this program. It was never mandated of me to work on this program; however, I started working on this program during my downtime, mostly early morning hours and after work. As I researched this program and other programs out there I decided to go on my on to take the Pro Board: National Professional Qualifications Exam for ISO. This gave me a fairly solid background with completing this project. When the time came to present the materials and the department was ready to implement the program, it was nearly complete. There were several changes as the program went through revisions by my officers but the core of the program remained the same. 

The greatest benefit on a personal level was that I was allowed to teach parts of the program, specifically the standards and training aspects as it became part of the Acting Battalion Chief Program. If you remember the domino effect that I mentioned in the last article, this was one of them times. After completing the ISO Program, I was asked to revise our building construction class and create a level two instructor program for our department. One simple item in the beginning created a lasting impact. Three years later, I’m teaching all of these programs plus several more that I developed and that was implemented in our department. 

Now, this did much more under the surface of simply teaching programs in our department. There are certainly several people smarter than me and much more capable than me with doing all of this. However, what it did allow was for a level of trust to be developed and that my department knew that they could depend on me. Most of this came from learning to manage my time wisely and my willingness work beyond my job description. Basically, there was a job that needed to be done and someone needed to do it.

The second item mentioned earlier was the knowing where to simply get the resources for quick reference. Once you find the resources, you are able to spend less time searching and more time developing, which in turn aids in time management. The result of one of my professional and personal goals, not only getting a degree but I am the first in my family to receive a degree, helped me create the list of references that established the resources page on www.FireServiceSLT.com. As I have completed my associate and bachelor degrees in fire science, I developed a list of resources that I found beneficial to my research and projects. While some of these resources are very technical based, there are many that are very tactical based as well. As I gathered more resources, my time management only improved which improved the level of how proactive I could be. In one sense you become the go-to-guy. It is worth mentioning that as you become more proactive pay particular attention to the quality and not the quantity. 

An additional item that we will talk about throughout this series is the use of risk. Sometimes being proactive requires us to take a leap of faith with some items. When I created the first Gwinnett County Leadership and Safety Conference, I put a lot of my own time and financial backing behind the conference. There was a tremendous risk involved in attempting this endeavor. However, as one individual stated; when you risk big, you win big. Now, do not take this the wrong way with attempting foolish and unnecessary risk. The statement of “we shall risk a lot within a structured and calculated plan,” is a highly important statement to remember. 

This risk was a direct result of my willingness to be proactive and it was a risk that I was willing to take simply because I thought it could make a difference. 2011 will be my third year conducting this conference with each year becoming a little less risky than the last. However, every year within the structured plan mentioned, there are benchmarks and breaking points that have to be met for the program to continue. In addition to mentioning that risks are often associated with being proactive. It is essential that as an individual reviews and analyzes the situations that they can make a difference with, and create a structured and calculated plan that fits the vision that you are acting upon. 

As you finish reading this article think about the internal behaviors that we discussed that effect you as an individual and as firefighter. What does it really mean to exemplify the meaning of being proactive? Having the ability to transform your vision into changing the situations that you have control over is the first aspect of being proactive. Directly related to this is our ability to manage time effectively. Once we learn to manage our time it becomes easier to prioritize items and increases our level of production while being proactive. In order to learn time management skills, learn to write things down and place them in order of importance. And lastly, broaden your horizons and explore different avenues for collecting information. Know where to go to get valid information. An individual that can put all of these items together and manage them in an effective manner will become a proactive individual. Be careful to not underestimate the importance of all the essential items. And, above all, be motivated because this is the greatest job in the world! 

Of interest for networking and resources may be the following sites and articles:

http://feti.lsu.edu/municipal/NFA/TRADE/ 

http://www.usfa.dhs.gov/nfa/trade/index.shtm 

http://www.fireengineering.com/index/articles/display/348692/articles/fire-engineering/featured-content/2008/12/lodds-what-you-can-do-to-prevent-them.html 

http://fireserviceslt.com/resources.html 

Article 4: Action Oriented: Let Your Actions Speak 

Up to this point in this series we have talked about the thought processes of moving your behaviors into active motion. In this article we will simply look at being action oriented and what does that really mean. A quote that I like to use when talking about the importance of learning new things and training, “Learning is an active process, you don’t just get it scratching your ass in the lounge chair.” However, it’s obviously the doing part behind everything that we have talked about. 

Action-Oriented can stand for a lot of items from simply leading by example to being the individual that people look up too. Another way of putting it is to let your actions speak and define who you are. Along with this you must challenge yourself to go beyond the minimum acceptable standard. It’s not “good enough” to be just the minimum. I cannot recall who said it but the quote states “It’s great that you passed the promotional test with a 70, but I want to know what 30 percent of your job don’t you know.” This exemplifies what being Action-Oriented is, going above and beyond. The last promotional test that I took, I scored a 93; it’s up to me to learn what 7 percent of my job I don’t know. 

Why do we do it?

As well, there are a lot of doers out there. Some do it because they have to, some because they were told to and some because they have the passion and desire to do so. Doing it for the right reasons means a lot in our business and ultimately the individuals that do it for the right reasons will have dividends paid to them when they least expect it. They will ultimately be better at their jobs for this very same reason, because there is that sense of caring and compassion for what we face. The individual that just goes through the motions will never have that sense of true pride for the job. 

Who are the doers?
These different types of firefighters that I am talking about have already been described by a couple of chiefs. You can listen to Lewisville, Texas Fire Chief Rick Lasky and ISFSI President Eddie Buchanan talk all day about the 5 percenters in the fire service. About half of these are on the fence and just need some motivation to get involved, the other half are virtually dead other than having a pulse. But, it’s that 95 percent of firefighters that get the work done, that actually do the job. Within this, just as there are the negative 5 percenters, I would argue to say that there are 5 percent that become the leaders and motivators for accomplishing these task. These are the “Movers and Shakers” that you hear about. These are the individuals that are making a difference in their departments and the fire service as a whole. Bob Colameto, one individual that I have come to admire as a colleague and friend, exemplifies the meaning of this. I sat with Bob Colameta this year during the Congressional Fire Service Institute Dinner after he received the ISFSI/FDIC Instructor of the Year, where we had a long conservation about the fire service, teaching and having a passion for doing what we do. The thing that impressed me the most and what I didn’t know was that Bob took the Program Manager’s position with Everyone Goes Home; where he could affect a nation of firefighters over a (higher paying) chiefs position where he could only affect about 80 firefighters. I can only imagine how many firefighters that he has saved from injuries and fatalities, which neither he nor we will ever know about. This level of passion is truly remarkably. 

The Impact!

There is another aspect to being action oriented, mainly the impact associated with doing. Talking less, means more. Look around the station at who is constantly talking and listen to what they are really saying. Do the words really make sense? Is there any validity behind what they are saying? Will they be listened to when it’s crunch time? 

One of the items that I didn’t really have to strive for, it was kind of by default, but worked well for me was simply listening when people talked. In fact, when I was notified that I had been selected to teach at the fire academy the first comment from the crew was “Hey, don’t you have to learn to talk to teach.” I would agree, being able to talk does tend to help when you are teaching a class. However, early on I quickly learned by watching others behaviors and you will start to identify the individuals that know what they are talking about. The individual that either complains or just rambles all day, what credit they may have is checked at the fire station door. It follows the same lines as the childhood story about the kid that always cried wolf when there wasn’t one, and they discredited everything that the child said. When the town really needed to listen they didn’t. The same rules apply in the fire station. However, the individual’s that speak seldom and choose their words and battles wisely are quite often the ones listened to by the people that matter. They become the go-to-guy or gal because the officers know that they will shoot straight with them and simply not blow smoke. Furthermore, there is substance behind their words and their concepts. 

Then again, sometimes it’s just the simple doings that add respect to what you do. What happens to an individual when they are given a sense of entitlement or allowed to lead? I’ve always wondered how a hot air balloon fits on some people’s shoulders, I’m just saying. What I am trying to get across is the fact that just because you have some power doesn’t mean that you always have to use it. Now, there are definitely times as an acting officer or training officer when it is imperative for the safety of your crew that you are decisive and forthcoming. However, these are only small percentages of the time. Think about the training officer that is teaching recruits how to test hose. I was involved with testing a large percentage of hose that belonged to the fire academy with the use of one of our recruit classes. After testing for 8 hours, they generally have the process down pretty good and it does become a tedious job. What is so wrong with helping the recruits roll and unroll the hose when you are talking about a job of this magnitude? However, I know instructors that wouldn’t touch it. Due to this simple action who do you think the recruits are going to respect more? In essence, by participating what are your actions saying about you? 

On another note it’s important to remember that the tail you kick today may be attached to the one you kiss tomorrow. 

I also want to take a second and talk about doing what you say, which will lead into our next article, standing up for what you believe in. There are numerous people that you could talk about, who exemplify this, Goldfeder, Halton, and the list goes on. No matter who you are, your word is only as good as the action behind it. Talking about being safe and actually doing it are totally different. Simply writing this very statement can be tough. When Battalion Chief Wayne Mooney and I teach our ISO class, it is commonly talked about empowering firefighters to make a stand for safety. Simply allowing a two or three year firefighter to say “Hey, I’ll back you up” or “Lt., Do you mind putting on your seatbelt?” These types of items can be extremely difficult to follow through on when you’re talking to someone 20 years your senior, but do we need to do it? The answer is yes. If you are going to be given a platform to sell it, you better be willing buy it as well. 

Article 5: Demonstrator of Beliefs: Show What You Stand For
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Have you ever heard an individual say one thing and then do the exact difference? Or maybe you’ve seen the person that has the do as I say, not as I do mentality. These types of individuals are not demonstrators of their beliefs, they stand for nothing. A large majority of these are the individuals that are looking out for themselves at that moment but not looking at the long term consequences of their actions. Always remember, the piper gets paid eventually. In the short term, as people begin to observe the grand scheme of these types of individuals, their credibility begins to slip away. Once your credibility is lost, it is nearly impossible to regain that respect back. A thousands at-a-boys can be for nothing because of one mistake. 

Having that Deep Burning Passion


“A great leader’s courage to fulfill his vision comes from passion, not position.” John Maxwell

When you find that topic or subject that burns inside of you and you’re passionate about it, then you stand up for it. Whether you are a firefighter or a chief officer, when your passion comes from the heart it carries a hundred times more of an impact. If you will allow your head to decipher the difference between the trivial and essential items, and then allow your heart to guide and drive your passion for these items, you will accomplish a tremendous amount of work. This passion is not something that an individual can fake or attempt to have. You either have it or not, and it is up to you to obtain it, if you want it. People, especially firefighters, can read what an individual is truly saying by their body language and demeanor. 


Now, with having this passion you have to learn to be smart about it. There are some individuals that attempt to force their opinions and thoughts upon the audience. You want to try to persuade these individuals and not force your thoughts upon them. The ability of someone to accept a concept or to change their behavior is much easier obtained when it is a joint effort. This joint effort comes from that particular point when the audience understands and accepts your point-of-view as credible and valid. Then, the audience has to make the commitment to change their own behavior individually. It’s really as simple as if you come up with the idea on your own and it’s a good idea you are going to use it. Your goal should be to use this same delivery method and allow your audience to develop their own idea based on your point-of-view. You will gain more acceptances through this type of delivery than slamming your fist down or yelling. It is also important to remember to be respectful and acknowledge others opinions and ideas. As well, listen to what they are saying, they may be able to provide an insight that you did not think about or consider. 

Chose your battles wisely


As with any topic, there will always be individuals that are in opposition. As well, there are some topics that are not as important as others. One example of this is an individual that makes a stand on topics that are small, minute, non-safety related items and neglect items such as training, crew integrity, and safety. However, they chose to make a stand because they believe in it. If it is that much of a passionate item for you, then by all means. However, be aware that you may be using your energy on items that will not have a great positive impact, instead of using your energy on the people that matter, the firefighters. The concept of this last sentence is also known as servant leadership. Take care of the people that are taking care of you. This goes back to the saying that your crew can make you or break you.  


Once you choose to pick a battle, know your subject inside and out. Research every aspect of the subject; know where to find resources to support your idea. What do others in different regions have to say about it? Look for models of where your idea has worked before, maybe in a different part of the country. Similar to when you give a presentation to any panel, look at the positive and negative, and question your idea. Find the weak areas and anticipate what questions you may be asked. Use these questions to prepare yourself and answer these questions before the audience is allowed the chance to ask these questions. Basically, you do not want to show up to a gun fight with a knife. Once you have prepared yourself by researching and studying the subject, show a level of confidence when presenting. Speak clearly and boldly, with decisiveness, and most of all remain calm. 


I was asked to prepare a presentation for the need of an updated Fast Track Program for experienced and previously certified new hires. I was the lead instructor for this program and understood the ins and outs of the program. As well, I understood the reasons for the program and where the program originated. I researched similar programs within departments and reviewed training injuries and line-of-duty-deaths tirelessly. I was proposing that the requirements be kept to a very high standard since they were being allowed to bypass recruit school. Using case studies and reviewing history, provided me with the background information that I needed. Now, even with the best preparation and everything outlined perfectly, you may not always get the support that you are anticipating. There have been various issues such as staffing, financial, and workload issues that have kept great proposals from moving forward. Some of the greatest ideas have been put in a folder and placed on a shelf. Eventually, it will come back around and when it does you’ll be ready for it. The time in-between may even allow for you to provide additional information or alter the program to better fit within the realm of its needs. 
No Questions can be Good Questions

During the beginning of my tenor as a training officer, I was asked to prepare a presentation for the Incident Safety Officer Program that would be implemented in the coming months for new and current officers. As I was one of the first to work on the program, the chief kept me attached to the program and became the face of it early on. This was the first time that I had stood in front of the entire command staff including all of the battalion and deputy chiefs together. Nervousness does not come close to explaining how I felt. Do you remember how it felt when you were a child and did something wrong and all your mom would say is, “Wait until your dad gets home?” It was a little closer to this kind of feeling. Anyways, I prepared my 20 minute presentation and delivered it. Then, the end came and it was time for questions. The only problem was that there were no questions from the audience. All that I can remember is thinking that I will never get promoted again. A couple of hours later I received an email from one of the command staff, saying how great the presentation was delivered. If the information is presented in a straightforward manner and all of the bases covered there may not be questions and this is what was relayed to me. Somewhere in this conversation I spontaneously began breathing again. This is how I learned that sometimes no questions are good questions. 

Assertiveness vs. Aggressiveness

As Chief Eddie Buchanan and I discussed this particular article, he thought that I should add a segment discussing the difference between an individual being aggressive and being assertive. Understanding the difference between the two could essentially, be the difference between being successful and unsuccessful as a leader. 

Aggressiveness is protecting your rights, beliefs and territory without any regard for other individuals. As there is no one correct answer to every problem, there is no one individual with all of the answers. Attempting to force individuals, without explaining, to believe as you do will not earn you any respect. While being aggressive on the fireground can be an admirable trait of a strong individual, if it is uncoordinated or not part of the overall objective, freelancing can be deadly. The goal is to take the boldness of being aggressive and combine it with the respect for others and turn it into assertiveness.

As Chief Buchanan stated it, an assertive individual is one that protects their rights, beliefs and territory while respecting those of others. If an individual does not stand up for what they believe is right, they are basically showing traits of a distrusting behavior. The basis of what this country was established on exemplifies the assertiveness of our founding fathers. They did not believe that their rights and beliefs were being respected; in essence, the United States of America was born. While I am not saying that we should go to war or turn this into a political article; I do believe that in the name of safety, training, and simply doing our job we need to take the same approach. Be the assertive individual that is consistent with their attitude and their basis for safety related items. Be the assertive individual that believes that training for the “ordinary” and “extraordinary” incidents will mentally and physically prepare us for whatever call we may run. As well, be the assertive individual that performs the job as a public servant because you believe in servant leadership. As a strong leader, you are serving the individuals that you stand before; they are watching your every move. 


Having a sense of pride and passion in our profession is paramount for an individual to be successful. What you choose to do with this pride and passion will be the determining factor of whether you succeed or fail. When you do decide to fight a battle, remember to side towards being more assertive than aggressive. While you want to show confidence and boldness with your beliefs, much more success will come with understanding and respect for others opinions. In addition, being a leader is much more than just being passionate. If you are preparing to make a stand on a belief or right, know your materials by researching every aspect of it, even the ideas that oppose your opinion. Lastly, regardless of what, how, who or when – follow what your heart tells you and guides you to do; nothing that you do will matter if your heart is not in it.

In the Fire Service, we need individuals that will make the commitment to being the individual that believes in safety, training, and accomplishing the job the way it’s meant to be handled. Be that individual, if not for you, then for your family and the families of other firefighters.

Article 6: Adversity: Having Tough Skin


Adversity is a natural fear for all people and no one wishes to be a part of adversity. However, adversity is kind of like raining, it’s just going to happen sooner or later. The key for any individual that steps out in front is to learn to deal with the different types and learn to decipher between constructive criticism and adversity. As was stated in the first article, learning to deal with these different types of adversity will show your level of professionalism and help you gain respect. The age old saying of what doesn’t kill you only makes you stronger, really is true and can be applied in multiple forms with adversity. 


The adversity that we face throughout life becomes a credit and guide for where and what we face today. United States Fire Administrator Kelvin Cochran delivers a presentation, Developing Authentic Leadership, which describes exactly what I am talking about. He talks about growing up and the challenges that he faced in the process of developing into his dream job as a firefighter. The challenges that he faced growing on developed him into the leader that he is today and gives him a sense of appreciation for the amount of work that it takes to accomplish a goal. If everything was always given to us, how would we learn to accept failure? How would we know what it means to work for a greater good? Or, simply, what do we do in hard times, just give up or do we learn to dig down deep? The answer to all of these is that we learn to face adversity head on, whether it’s on the job or in our personal life, and it adds to our experience bank. 


Any individual that steps out in front of a group or puts themselves in a vulnerable position is bound to face some adversity. My first run-in with adversity on a professional level occurred the same time I was selected to serve as a training officer with my career department. Comments from field personnel were made to individuals that I worked with, however never directly to me, concerning me being too young and inexperienced. Maybe they were right; however I accepted the challenge of that position and intended to do my best at it. According to my officers, I did something along the way that impressed someone in a higher position that gave me this opportunity; continue to carry yourself in the same manner. Just as well keep everything in perspective, if this individual could do a better job, they could have put in for the position the same as I did. 

These comments bothered me at first but ultimately drove me to be the best at what I do. Over time, after a day or week of blowing off steam, I learned to turn these comments into constructive criticism and honestly look into what they are saying. I would ask myself, “Is there any validity to what they are saying, even if it seems exaggerated, and is there a way for me to improve upon their comments? My thoughts are that if I could win over an individual that didn’t approve of my position then I was probably doing what I needed to do. This is much easier said than done and it’s a never ending process. In addition, it is a credit to your work ethic and a huge accomplishment when you are able to do this. It is very much like controlling the air conditioning in the classroom, you cannot please everyone, however you still strive to make it the best possible environment for everyone. 


As well, a majority of the time individuals that criticize don’t understand what you are trying to accomplish. Two items generally come into play here, un-informed or predetermined conception. In Georgia, we have the Georgia Smoke Divers Program; it’s a fairly physically and mentally intensive program. The bottom line is that if you don’t adequately prepare, you won’t make it. For the un-informed, I received very weird facial expressions and comments from individuals when I would work out in gear in front of my downtown volunteer station. I guess it’s an awkward event to see a firefighter doing lunges down the street while breathing air. To their defense they had no clue what I was training for, the best thing to do here is to just laugh it off.  

For the predetermined conception, firefighters on the career side had heard about the program but have not investigated for themselves and accepted whatever rumor they heard. I heard everything from it’s nothing but for your pride to all you do is run in gear all day. It’s important that you do your own investigation and determine is this for you. We can’t allow these types of comments to influence our behaviors, it would be easy to give in, but what do you gain from giving in? This program pushed me to perform skillfully at limits that I have never encountered before. It basically comes down to being another tool on the fireground for me to rely on, however adversity came with before I even made it to the class it’s self. 


As anyone can see, there are numerous types of adversity: internal and external that we have to learn to manage. Learning to manage this will develop us into becoming our own authentic leadership abilities and develop us as an individual. The experiences that we face today may be the situation that we are asked to handle tomorrow. These experiences will assist you in becoming a better individual and leader. The key to managing these adversities is learning to take a negative and make it a positive. 


Several of these options have presented themselves over my three years as a training officer and coordinator for the Instructor Development Courses. Specifically, as an instructor, individuals want to know how to deal with different situations in the classroom. This includes everything from the extremely smart individual to the disruptive student, which all can include some form of adversity. As the instructor encounters these situations, they are able to relay them to the students as positive examples of how to manage such behaviors in a classroom environment. Turning your adverse experiences into a positive outcome creates a level of credibility within your program. 


One of the other positive outcomes of adversity is allowing it to keep you humble. Always remember where you came from and that you are never above the people that you work with now or in the past. Being humble as a leader is extremely important to becoming a successful leader, regardless if it’s leading a crew or a department. Allowing a certain amount of adversity and firehouse joking to occur, more than likely shows that your comrades want to relate with you, they want to be a part of what is going on. My department has the saying that if they’re not joking with you/at you, then they probably don’t like you. However, there is a fine line between harassment and having fun, if it does not break any rules then what is the harm with it. Learn to accept firehouse joking, no matter where you go or what you do, have the tough skin and don’t wear your feelings on your sleeves. Have fun with it, tell something on yourself. 


Every individual will face adversity in some form or fashion. The key is learning to decipher between what is real and what is irrelevant. Learn to take the negative situations and turn them into positive outcomes, share your experiences and provide information on what worked and what did not work for you. Through this we have simply turned it into lessons learned and training experiences. Learning to manage these situations will build your credibility, and build your character as an individual and a leader. If nothing else is taken away from this article, take this: Never let someone else’s negative comments and actions decided for you what you are going to do. Stay true to yourself, who and what you want to be and do. As the Smoke Divers Creed goes…. “I will not hear those who weep and complain, for their disease is contagious.”


As this is the last article of the Leadership from the Little Guy Series, if nothing else was taken away from it, remember to stay true to yourself. Never settle for just getting by but don’t be afraid to step up to the plate if you see something that needs to be handled. However, when you decide to step up, do it with the utmost respect and tact, show that what you are doing is from your heart and is about what you stand for. Be the catalyst in your department that is a constant motivator and creator of training and safety practices, and live the gospel as you preach it. Have the tough skin and don’t be afraid. Remember, above all take care, train hard and be safe.

Visit FireServiceSLT.com for training PowerPoint’s and resources on various topics.
Brian can be reached at FireServiceSLT@yahoo.com or by cell 770-601-8045.
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BRIAN WARD is an engineer/acting officer with Gwinnett County (GA) Fire Department and Georgia Smoke Diver #741. He is the City of Gray Vol. FD Training Officer and past chairman of the Metro Atlanta Training Officers. Although assigned to the Operations Division, he continues to serve in a training officer capacity with many classes for his career department. He is actively involved with the Georgia Fire Academy and is an Advocate for Everyone Goes Home. He currently serves on the Honeywell/Morning Pride Advisory Committee, ISFSI Membership Task Force Co-Chair, Live Fire Instructor, and Blog Columnist for the ISFSI website concerning training and safety related items. Brian was also responsible for the October 2011 Near Miss Calendar training topic. He was the recent recipient of the National Seal of Excellence and Top 20 CTBS Instructor from NFFF/EGH. He has an associate’s degree in fire science and a Fire Safety and Technology Engineering bachelor’s degree from the University of Cincinnati. He is a frequent speaker, author for several fire service publications and is the founder of FireServiceSLT.com. 


“If I persist, if I continue try, if I continue to charge forward…… My harvest will be full and I will succeed.” GSD Creed 
