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ABSTRACT  

 

The aims of this thesis are: 

• To explore what constitutes effective crisis leadership in the context of a 

multi-agency strategic incident response 

• To consider what positive and negative factors might influence the 

effectiveness of leaders operating in this context 

• To review how the organisational culture of participating agencies might 

affect multi-agency response 

• To assess possible implications for the training of multi-agency strategic 

leaders 

• To add to the understanding of cognitive processes taking place in those 

tasked with strategic crisis management 

 

It was found that the human factors affecting effective strategic crisis leadership fell 

into two categories: those which were directly attributable to the individual leader, 

and those which were not.   

 

In order to assist with individual leader effectiveness, a model of Interwoven 

Leadership is proposed, intertwining key task skills, interpersonal skills, stakeholder 

awareness and personal attributes. 

 

It is argued that the synergy of the leader/chair and the team is fundamental.  

Significant factors impacting on effectiveness which were not attributable to the 

individual included having the right people with the right decision-making remit 

appointed to the Strategic Co-ordinating Group (the SCG - formed by relevant 

agency representation when a major incident takes place); familiarity between SCG 
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members; individual and organisational commitment to incident and exercise 

attendance and training; and adaption to inter-organisational cultural difference. 

 

It was found that there is no centralised consistent training available for the SCG co-

ordinators who chair the SCG, and for SCG members.  Individuals who do attend 

the available training are not formally assessed for competence.  Important lessons 

identified after major exercises are not centrally gathered and disseminated as a 

matter of course, which means that an extremely valuable repository of data is not 

optimised.  
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Presentation s 

1. “Leadership in a crisis: soft and hard skills and attributes for key decision 

makers.” 

Academy of International Business Conference, University of Portsmouth, March 

2008 

 

The paper reports on early research findings from a PhD research project at 

Portsmouth Business School into the role and personal attributes of key decision 

makers and leaders of key responders operating at Gold (strategic) level in crisis 

and disaster scenarios.  The paper also considers the nature of contextual demands 

posed by working in a multi agency environment and the impact of both hard and 

soft competences which have been developed as a prototype model. The paper 

also discusses the extent to which these competences may correlate to Eastern 

philosophical concepts of Yin and Yang. 

 
 

2. “Yin Yang Strategic Leadership in a Crisis: soft and hard skills and attributes 
for key decision makers” 

 
Postgraduate Research Student Conference, Portsmouth Business School/Centre 
for European and International studies Research, May 2008 
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INTRODUCTION 

CHAPTER 1 

 
Zaphod put on the glasses.  They were a double pair of Joo Janta 200 Super-
Chromatic Peril Sensitive Sunglasses, which had been specially designed to help 
people develop a relaxed attitude to danger. At the first hint of trouble, they turn 
totally black and thus prevent you from seeing anything that might alarm you. 
 

The Restaurant at the End of the Universe 
   Douglas Adams 

 
 
The dawn of the twenty first century has brought with it an increased perception of 

the dangers of the world around us – both manmade in the shape of terrorist attacks 

(the Twin Towers, the Madrid and London bombings) and accident (the fuel depot 

incident at Buncefield which gave rise to the largest fire in the UK since World War 

2) as well as natural disasters (the Indian Ocean tsunami, wide scale flooding in 

parts of the UK in 2007, major outbreak of Foot and Mouth Disease in  the UK in 

2001).  Many of these incidents have international and global impacts and 

implications.  Typing in “disaster” and “emergency” into the popular Google search 

engine in December 2008 will currently return 87,200,000 and 174,000,000 hits 

respectively. 

 

Managing and containing such complex, life-threatening incidents is of increasing 

importance, (Grant and Mack, 2004) so it is surprising that in reviewing the literature 

on crisis team leadership there is such a paucity of academic research in an area 

that is of such topical importance.  When “Sitting in the Hot Seat”, Flin’s seminal 

book on leaders and teams in critical incident management, was published twelve 

years ago (Flin, 1996) she highlighted then that there was a dearth of published 

work on the topic.  At the time of writing in 2008, this is still the case, though the 

requirement for understanding what makes a competent and effective incident 

commander, and how to select, train and assess them, has become even more 

important.   
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1.1  Objectives of this research 
This research is intended to add to the current knowledge on the strategic 

leadership of multi-agency response to major incidents.  It seeks to address five 

main points. 

 

• First, a study is made of what constitutes effective crisis management 

leadership in the context of a multi-agency strategic incident response.   This 

includes the interlinking of the roles of key responders such as the Police, 

Fire and Rescue Service, Health Service, Local Authorities and other 

essential agencies. 

• Second, positive and negative factors are considered which might influence 

the effectiveness of leaders coordinating a strategic multi-agency response. 

• Third, the organisational cultures of the individual agencies are reviewed in 

order to establish how they affect the multi-agency response. 

• Fourth, the implication for the training of multi-agency strategic leaders is 

assessed. 

• Fifth, knowledge creation is facilitated in this area through a better 

understanding of the cognitive processes taking place in those tasked with 

strategic crisis management. 

 

Response to a major incident in the UK is delivered at the strategic, tactical and 

operational level.  These levels are referred to as Gold, Silver and Bronze.  This 

research is focused on the strategic or Gold level, hence the title of this thesis:  

“Going for Gold”.  The phrase “going for” has several connotations. The Oxford 

Modern English Dictionary (Swannell, 1992) shows the following definitions: 1. go to 

fetch 2. be accounted as or achieve (went for nothing) 3. prefer; choose (that’s the 

one I’d go for); 4. colloq. strive to attain (go for it!) 5. colloq.  attack (the dog went for 

him).  In this thesis, it will be shown that all of these definitions have some 
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application to the men and women who form part of, and lead, Gold group 

responses to major incidents. 

1.2  The problems of definition 
The subject is further complicated by the plethora of seemingly interchangeable 

terms by which incidents are described – “emergency”, “disaster”, “crisis”, 

“catastrophe”, for example. The origin of the word crisis comes from the Greek - 

krinein – meaning “to decide”.  However, there is no universally accepted 

classification or terminology (Flin, 1996). Some researchers define disasters 

according to the body count level, others in terms of social impact. Flin cites one 

scholar (Quarantelli, 1988) as observing that “accidents are not little disasters, nor 

are disasters big accidents …the characteristics of disasters or crises produce a 

different social order, and … cannot be managed by the same organisational 

structures used to deal with everyday emergencies”. Turner and Pigeon (1997) see 

a crisis in terms of  a situation in which important decisions have to be made in a 

particularly short time, and a disaster as an event where management processes 

and procedures must be sustained and problems responded to when there are 

major technical emergencies involving potential injury and loss of life. Davies (2005) 

defines a crisis as “an unplanned (but not necessarily unexpected) event that calls 

for real-time high-level strategic decisions in circumstances where making the 

wrong decisions, or not responding quickly or proactively enough, could seriously 

harm the organisation.” Shrivastava et al (1988) view crises as bringing about 

widespread damage and social disorder, involving multiple stakeholders  and 

unfurling via multifaceted technological, organisational and social processes. The 

Civil Contingencies Act (HMSO, 2004) appears to categorise a crisis by using the 

word “emergency”, defined as “ an event or situation which threatens serious 

damage to human welfare in a place in the UK;  an event or situation which 

threatens serious damage to the environment of a place in the UK; or war, or 

terrorism, which threatens serious damage to the security of the UK.  Additionally, to 
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constitute an emergency, an event or situation must also pose a considerable test 

for an organisation’s ability to perform its functions.” 

 

However, a distinction might be drawn between emergencies - which necessitate a 

rapid and highly structured response - and crises, which although also requiring a 

swift response, are ill-structured  and require flexible or more unorthodox 

approaches (Borodzicz, 2000; Borodzicz and Van Haperen, 2002). These authors 

suggest that it is crucial to recognise the difference between a crisis and an 

emergency, as an inappropriate response might worsen the situation, or at the very 

least, make it no better. To complicate matters further, one person’s crisis ( for 

example, an explosion in a nuclear plant) might be another person’s incident (an 

admissions nurse in Accident and Emergency)  - “an incident may be termed a 

disaster while still containing many ongoing crises and emergencies” (Borodzicz, 

2000; Borodzicz, 2005). 

1.3  Crisis, management and leadership 
If there is an inconsistency in definitions, there is recognition of the changing nature 

of a crisis. It is no longer a matter of just handling the technical side of a crisis, but 

recognising that there are many converging factors and actors; and that it is not just 

about acting quickly, for often it is not clear where to go, with whom, for what 

purpose and based on what legitimacy (Boin and Lagadec, 2000) 

 

Boin and ‘t Hart (2003) observe  that crisis and leadership are closely linked, 

commenting that in a crisis people tend to look to their leaders to “do something”.  

However, examining the concept of “crisis team leadership” becomes even more 

fraught with complexity as it is not just the incident that has many definitions and 

interpretations.  The concept of “leadership” is equally difficult to pin down 

satisfactorily.  “Leadership skills" are not well defined (Slaven and Flin, 1997), and 

the word "leadership" itself is open to many different interpretations.  It can be seen 

as a set of behaviours in managing people (and therefore competence); a skill 
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(implying that leaders are not born but can be taught); a personal attribute as part of 

an individual personality; an intellectual approach to dealing with problems or 

situations; or even as a motivational or attitudinal attribute.  

 

Other questions arise around the differences between command, management and 

leadership. Flin (1996) highlights Larken’s (1992) assertion that command in an 

emergency is very different to more routine management. "Command is 

predominantly subjective and directive. Management is predominantly objective and 

consultative... and the application of conventional management techniques can 

ironically be quite dangerous in an emergency." Yet it is important to recognise that 

it may be relevant to use both command and management at different times within a 

crisis situation.  An emergency commander may use the expertise available to 

him/her in a team in a consultative fashion, for instance.  It becomes more and more 

apparent that a “one size fits all” approach for the effective handling of crises would 

be inappropriate, for there are so many variables which need to be taken into 

consideration.  However, a “horses for courses” approach makes it challenging to 

identify an underpinning theory applicable to effective incident command. “Crisis 

management, as a science, is still in its infancy, largely due to the difficulties in 

measuring, standardising and comparing one crisis situation with another” (Robert 

and Lajtha, 2002).   

1.4  What is effective crisis management? 
Given the lack of agreement of a common definition for the word “crisis”, identifying 

what effective crisis management might be can also be problematic.  Crisis 

management is challenging due (inter alia) to organisational chaos, pressure from 

the media, stress and inaccurate information (Boin and 't Hart, 2003).  However, 

Pearson and Clair’s (1998) approach is a good starting point, recognising that such 

effectiveness must be examined in the context of the various stages of a crisis : 

“(This) involves minimising potential risk before a triggering event.  In response to a 

triggering event, effective crisis management involves improvising and interacting 
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by key stakeholders so that individual and collective sense making, shared 

meaning, and roles are reconstructed.  Following a triggering event, effective crisis 

management entails individual and organisational readjustment of basic 

assumptions, as well as behavioural and emotional responses aimed at recovery 

and readjustment."   

Pearson and Clair make the equally important observation that any crisis process 

results in relative degrees of success and failure, and no organisation will respond 

in a manner that is completely effective or completely ineffective.  The subject of 

situational context and organisational culture will be revisited in future chapters of 

this thesis. 

1.5  Major incident management in the UK 
Emergency Response and Recovery (Cabinet Office, 2005), the statutory guidance 

provided in support of the Civil Contingencies Act 2004, characterises an 

"emergency" as encompassing "all disruptive challenges that require the use of 

assets beyond the scope of normal operations and require a special deployment."  It 

explains that the term "major incident" is in common use by emergency services 

personnel to describe events or situations which would constitute an emergency as 

defined in the act, and so are interchangeable in this context. 

 

Arbuthnot (2008) rightly states that the UK's resilience is now more firmly based in 

law and supported by more explicit guidance as a result of the introduction of the 

Civil Contingencies Act (HMSO, 2004).  Civil protection in the UK is grounded in the 

concept of integrated emergency management, incorporating both preparation for 

and response to emergencies, and focusing on the effects of the incidents rather 

than their causes.  This is organised at a local level, where there is knowledge of 

experience, expertise, resources and relationships, and response to an incident can 

be better co-ordinated. Local agencies are seen as the building blocks of response 

and recovery, for there is no national disaster force or military response as there is 

in a number of other countries (Flin, 1996). Planning takes place in the Local 
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Resilience Forum (LRF) and its key members are also likely to form the backbone 

of the multi-agency Gold group. As well as government guidelines for preparation 

and response to an incident, there are also emergency procedures manuals for 

each of the major emergency services. 

 

The management of emergency response and recovery is carried out at one or 

more of three ascending levels, bronze – operational level; silver – tactical level; 

and gold – strategic level. The Gold, Silver, Bronze concept was military in origin 

and adopted by the UK Police as a result of urban riots on the UK mainland during 

the 1980s, but it is now in common usage in emergency response and recovery. 

This communality of language is an important factor in inter-agency planning and 

training (Arbuthnot, 2008).  It is not intended that the levels should be defined by 

specific rank, upgrade or status, but by their different functions.  This thesis focuses 

on the strategic level, and therefore a more detailed description of this level is 

relevant. 

 

Emergency Response and Recovery states the circumstances when a Gold group 

may be invoked, which is “where an event or situation has an especially significant 

impact or substantial resource implications, involves a large number of 

organisations or lasts for an extended duration."  It goes on to explain that "the 

multi-agency group, which brings together Gold commanders from relevant 

organisations, is called the Strategic Co-ordinating Group, although it is also 

commonly referred to as "Gold command" or simply "Gold".  The members of this 

group will be drawn from certain organisations, known as Category 1 responders, 

who are nominated as such under the Civil Contingencies Act 2004 (HMSO, 2004). 

These include the Police, Fire and Rescue Authorities, Local Authorities, NHS 

Trusts, NHS Ambulance Trusts, the Environment Agency, the Health Protection 

Agency, and the Maritime and Coastguard Agency.  Exactly which organisations 

attend will depend upon the nature of the incident.  There are also Category 2 
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responders, such as electricity and gas suppliers, water and sewerage suppliers, 

telecommunication operators, transport operators and other agencies, who may 

also be invited to attend. 

 

The purpose of the SCG is to take overall responsibility for managing the incident, 

and to establish the policy and strategic framework within which the Silver level will 

operate. Emergency Response and Recovery clearly states that the SCG does not 

have the collective authority to issue executive orders.  Each agency at Gold keeps 

its own responsibilities and control of its own operations.   

 

“The SCG … has to rely on a process of discussion and consensus to reach 

decisions at Gold level, and to ensure that the agreed strategic aims and objectives 

are implemented at the silver and bronze levels.  Effectiveness of Gold level 

therefore rests upon every member having a clear understanding of the roles, 

responsibilities and constraints of other participants.  The required mutual 

understanding and trust will be cemented through training and exercising. 

 

SCGs must comprise representatives with the appropriate mix of seniority and 

authority in order to be effective.  Wherever possible, representatives should be 

empowered to make executive decisions in respect of their organisation’s 

resources…. Representatives must be able to obtain decisions quickly.  In a long 

running emergency, the need for personnel to hand over to colleagues will 

undoubtedly arise.  This underlines the necessity for each organisation to select, 

train and warn sufficient senior individuals who are capable of fulfilling this role." 

Emergency Response and Recovery, paras 4.27- 4.28 

 

The quotation has been given in full, because its tenets lie at the heart of this thesis.  

It will strongly reinforce the importance of the quoted paragraphs, and will argue that 



Page 19 of 269  Katherine Devit t  – Doctoral thesis 
 Going for Gold  

failure to adhere to this approach can seriously impede return to normality and 

affect the effectiveness of the SCG co-ordinator.   

 

It is normally the role of the police to co-ordinate the Gold management level, and 

therefore to chair the SCG.  It is particularly relevant to the police to do so in 

circumstances where there is an immediate threat to human life, a possibility that 

the incident was due to criminal activity, or there are significant public order 

implications.  There may be instances, however, when it is more appropriate for 

other agencies to chair.   For example, in a recent Foot and Mouth Disease 

outbreak, the response management was co-ordinated by DEFRA, the Department 

for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs.  SCG co-ordination will also change 

depending upon the stage of an incident.  Once the situation has moved from 

response to recovery, it is often a Local Authority who will then take the chair.  The 

SCG needs to be based at a location away from the scene, and this tends to be at 

the HQ of the lead service or organisation, such as the police headquarters.  It is 

there that the Strategic Command Centre (SCC) is set up. 

 

There may be exceptional circumstances where it may be useful to have co-

ordination at a regional level.  These might arise where local response is 

overwhelmed, or where an emergency affects the majority of areas within a region.  

The Regional Civil Contingencies Committees (RCCC) are the means by which co-

ordination of response at a regional level will be carried out. The RCCC is a multi-

agency group incorporating emergency services, local authorities, the Government 

Offices (GOs) and any other relevant bodies. 

 

If the scale or complexity of an emergency requires some degree of central 

government support or co-ordination, then a spectrum of involvement will take place 

depending upon the severity and impact of the incident.  This can vary from advice 

and support from the lead government department through to a 24/7 activation of 
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the central government crisis management machinery.  Central government crisis 

management facilities are referred to as COBR, which stands for Cabinet Office 

Briefing Room, activated in the event of a major national emergency.  The Prime 

Minister, Home Secretary or another senior Minister will normally chair key 

meetings involving Ministers and officials from relevant departments.  Where an 

SCG has been invoked, and the UK Central government response is required, a 

Government Liaison Team (GLT) led by the Government Liaison Officer (GLO) is 

dispatched to act as liaison.   

 

In addition to local emergencies or major incidents, there are also three levels of 

emergency requiring significant UK Central government engagement, and which 

would activate COBR.  These are shown in the Central Government Arrangements 

for Responding to an Emergency: Concept of Operations (Cabinet Office, 2005).  A 

Level 3 catastrophic emergency is one which has a high and potentially widespread 

impact, such as a 9/11 terrorist attack in the UK, or a Chernobyl scale industrial 

accident.  A Level 2 serious emergency has, or threatens to have, a wide and 

prolonged impact requiring sustained central government co-ordination and support 

from many departments and agencies.  Examples include a major terrorist attack or 

serious outbreak of animal disease.  A Level 1 significant emergency has a 

narrower focus requiring central government support primarily from the lead 

government or devolved administration.  This is in addition to the work of the 

emergency services, local authorities and other organisations as part of their normal 

day-to-day activities.  Such an incident would not normally involve the full activation 

of COBR and is likely to involve the regional tier.  Examples of such incidents may 

include prison riots, severe weather, or a terrorist incident with limited 

consequences. 

 

Arbuthnot (2008) suggests that although the Gold group is intended to operate at 

strategic level, there is a gap in the hierarchy between Gold and more senior levels, 
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giving examples where in some localities, labels such as "Platinum" and "Diamond" 

are also used.  He suggests that these further tiers in the hierarchy above Gold may 

give rise to some confusion, or "that the senior or ‘Strategic’ decision-makers in 

local jurisdictions recognise that there are decision-making entities senior to 

themselves that may come into play with little warning."  This was certainly so 

during the Gloucestershire floods cited in this thesis as a case study.  

1.6  Research issues 
There are problems in researching the topic with the requisite academic rigour.  It is 

often difficult to secure the right level of subject access for the appropriate time, and 

with the rise of the litigious society, organisations can sometimes be chary of 

allowing access to their internal workings at a time of vulnerability.  

It is neither practical nor principled to observe and measure leadership responses in 

the midst of a real time crisis.  Experimenting on live subjects is not an option for 

obvious ethical reasons, not only because of the potential huge cost of such an 

approach, but even more crucially, because of the impact on human lives. True 

crises are still relatively rare, and cannot be reproduced because each one is 

unique, and thus cannot be replicated in an experiment. Using a methodology such 

as critical incident technique, where an individual is debriefed after the occurrence 

of the crisis, can be flawed with the wisdom of hindsight.  Archive material will also 

depend on the perspective of the person(s) collecting it.  Post incident analysis is 

invariably conducted through the lens of criticism and “lessons learnt”. However, as 

Robert and Lajtha (2002) point out, nobody can prove beyond doubt that a different 

approach to a crisis would have resulted in a different and more acceptable 

outcome.  

 

These scholars also note that a fabricated crisis cannot be tested in reality. Thus, 

researchers are reduced to using simulations to gain their insights, as this method is 

often the only feasible way to analyse a person’s ability in a crisis situation 

(Kleiboer, 1997). However, simulations too have their drawbacks, where 
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performance may be linked with conformance.  "Performing one's role in a crisis 

simulation may actually be indicative of a player's ability to conform to an in-service 

organizational culture rather than deal with a real crisis"(Borodzicz, 2004).  Not 

everyone enjoys engaging in simulations as part of their organisational preparation 

and training for emergencies.  Most civil servants are reluctant to get involved in a 

process that might throw the gaps in their knowledge into stark relief, and may be 

wary of making career-jeopardising mistakes(Carrel, 2000).  Thus, they may be 

challenged by leading a crisis management team in a scenario-based simulation. 

 

Despite these major underlying problems in conducting rigorous academic research 

into effective leadership of crisis management, it is still surprising that the scholarly 

literature on the subject is so sparse.  This study endeavours to add to the current 

knowledge about leadership and crisis management by examining the factors which 

impact on effectiveness, positively or negatively, on those who co-ordinate the 

response to multi-agency major incidents. It also seeks to identify the key attributes 

which such leaders may need in order to deal with the extremely challenging 

context in which they operate. An outcome of this study is a model of interwoven 

leadership which argues that it is crucial for strategic leaders and their teams to 

interweave task skills, interpersonal skills and personal qualities with awareness of 

the multi-dimensional requirements of stakeholders in a major incident.  It is further 

argued that this interwoven approach should be a key requirement built in to the 

training and assessment of leaders of strategic multi-agency crisis response and 

their teams (Devitt and Borodzicz, 2008). 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

As the academic John Gray notes, ‘poor strategy is expensive, bad strategy can be 
lethal, while when the stakes include survival, very bad strategy is almost always 

fatal’. 
 
J Gray, quoted in CS Gray, Modern Strategy (Oxford University Press, 1999). 
 

 
In the previous introductory chapter, the paucity of scholarly research in strategic 

multi-agency major incident response was noted.  In this chapter, the literature on 

crisis response leadership, and the question of what makes a good leader will be 

explored. The impact of organisational culture on crisis leadership, including 

adherence to and avoidance of standard operating procedures will be discussed. 

The synergy of crisis teams and their leaders will be investigated, and the impact of 

stress examined.  Finally, the training implications for crisis preparedness and the 

utility of simulations will be explored. 

2.1  The importance of effective crisis response leadership 
“Crisis leadership is the term applied to the rare individual with the gift of fast 

decision-making under pressure”, state Boin and Lagadec (2000). It is suggested 

that a most important word has been omitted – the word “effective”.  In the Oxford 

Modern English dictionary  (Swannell, 1992) , this is defined as “having a definite or 

desired effect” and “powerful in effect; impressive.”  Speedy decision-making in and 

of itself, even when carried out under pressure, cannot be the only criterion of a 

first-rate crisis leader. 

 

Whether leadership takes place at a strategic, tactical or operational level, the 

successful handling of a crisis depends pivotally on the effectiveness of the person 

leading that crisis.  “Having effective leaders during a crisis is the single most critical 

factor in determining whether the crisis will be successfully resolved” (Yusko and 

Goldstein, 1997).  However, it should be noted that no leader, on their own, can 
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achieve such a successful outcome and as will be argued later in this thesis, 

depends upon their team in more ways than one.   

 

In commercial organisations, the ability to manage crisis situations may represent a 

source of competitive advantage.  However, the human consequences of ineffective 

command in an emergency can range from minor injury to significant loss of life 

(Flin and Slaven, 1996). It is therefore crucial to identify the attributes of effective 

leadership; what objectives are required of that leader; and under what 

circumstances that leader has to perform.  The information may form the basis for 

selection, training and assessment of those leaders.  However, there are other 

factors which are likely to affect effective leadership. What may work in one context 

may fail in another because of the potential uniqueness of a crisis (Yusko and 

Goldstein, 1997; Sniezek, Wilkins et al., 2002; Schoenberg, 2005). A leader may 

not be in control of the outcome, but he or she can be in control of their own 

behaviour, and it is the measurement of actual behaviours which is the foundation 

of a competency-focused approach (Yusko and Goldstein, 1997). 

2.2  What makes a good leader? 
This question has been the holy grail of many practitioners and scholars, not only in 

the area of emergency and crisis, but also in the disciplines of psychology and 

management studies.  The factors associated with effective leadership are already 

well researched in the academic literature.   Devitt and Borodzicz (2008) highlight 

some examples from the many available.  These take account of managerial 

effectiveness including personality traits, skills, knowledge and self-image (Boyatzis, 

1982); understanding the self, including goals, intentions, responses and behaviour, 

as well as understanding others and their feelings (Goleman, 1996); understanding 

complex interdependencies and the implications of efforts to make changes require 

cognitive skills and systems thinking (Senge, 1990); and values and evidence-

based leadership (Kouzes & Posner, 2007). 
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Although there are some common components which consistently emerge and 

which may be applicable to crisis management leaders, there are some difficulties 

in transferring leadership qualities, abilities and competences in wholesale fashion.  

No two crises are the same – and as Lagadec (1993) comments, “the person who 

was fantastic in one crisis may collapse in another.”  A crisis will be managed 

differently because of the many situational factors which pertain, including the 

context of the event (for example, business or industrial incidents, terrorist attacks, 

major fires, epidemics); the type of industry (oil, aviation, pharmaceutical, 

government organisations); and organisational culture and structure.  Thus, “what 

are effective crisis management behaviours in one situation may not be effective in 

another” (Yusko and Goldstein, 1997) and the right stuff in one context may be 

absolutely the wrong stuff in another context (Wolfe, 1991; Flin, 1996). A further 

complication is that in events involving government/public organisations, the 

majority of important decisions result from bringing together key actors.  In such 

multi-agency environments, there can be tensions between the various operating 

partners arising from different desired outcomes and objectives, as well as differing 

cultural and organisational imperatives.  Good leaders in emergencies are expected 

to be calm, decisive under pressure and confident in action. However, this is difficult 

to gauge in standard selection procedures. 

 

The debate over whether leaders are born and not made is a perennial one.  If the 

former, there should be definitive and measurable personality characteristics to 

support the theory.  Flin (1996) defines personality as “a relatively stable set of 

characteristics relating to behaviour, thoughts and feelings, which distinguish 

individuals and account for consistent patterns of responses to everyday situations."  

Lord Cullen (1990), in his report on the Piper Alpha disaster, suggested that “ while 

psychological tests may not appeal to some companies the processes used and 

proven successful by the armed forces or the Merchant Navy, who have to rely on 
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their officers to lead under stress, should be seriously considered by operating 

companies". (20.59) 

 

 Despite this view, there has been little research on the relationship between 

personality and incident/emergency command ability (Flin and Slaven, 1996).  

These authors investigated the potential contribution of a personality questionnaire 

to the prediction of command and crisis management ability of offshore installation 

managers (OIMs).  They found that few significant results were revealed, and 

underlined the difficulties of finding a test of emergency command ability. However, 

these researchers selected only one psychometric, which they admitted may not 

have been wholly appropriate.  They also recognised that different results might be 

achieved with different psychometric assessments measuring desirable personal 

qualities associated with emergency command, such as stress resistance, 

decisiveness under pressure, emotional stability and leadership ability.  It should be 

noted that even if appropriate valid and reliable tests were identified, this is only part 

of the story – any leader or team member scoring satisfactorily in such tests may 

not even be available at the time of a crisis or emergency.  High turnover, 

particularly in  the emergency services and armed forces where personnel may be 

redeployed elsewhere taking their knowledge and skills with them, is endemic – and 

there does not appear to be any process within those organisations which would 

allow those skilled people to be recalled speedily (or in some cases, at all) to deal 

with crises. 

  

Psychometric tests are used in many countries for military officer selection, as well 

as for fire and police services, commercial pilots and NASA, but there are few 

studies using standard personality questionnaires to predict emergency command 

performance. However, many of the personality questionnaires, and other 

instruments measuring aspects such as hardiness (to stress) are self reports – 

perhaps, studies might  combine these with a 360° instrume nt to give a more 
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rounded result.  Flin quotes Helmreich (1987), a NASA research psychologist, who 

commented "with regard to personal reactions, a high percentage of pilots report 

that their decision-making capabilities are unimpaired by high stress or fatigue - 

something that is patently untrue".   It might be possible to train people to rise above 

such stressors, but this could only be a temporary stopgap: tiredness and 

continuous exposure to extremely stressful environments and situations would take 

their toll on any human being with consequent impact on their problem analysis and 

decision-making. 

 

There are other issues which would need to be taken into consideration in the 

construction and use of personality profiling instruments.  Different levels of leader 

and different incidents may require a different mix of preferred qualities.  For 

example, thinking strategically is clearly more important at Gold level, just as a 

speedy operational assessment and response is crucial at Bronze level (there is a 

definition of these emergency response levels in Chapter 1). A more straight 

forward incident requires different skills from those needed for a complex, ill-

structured crisis.  Flin and Slaven (1996) suggest that there is also a certain degree 

of self selection among personnel in senior command positions, and that those who 

cannot cope with the pressures and demands of the job will probably self-select 

themselves out.  However, it is argued that this would be dependent on the culture 

of the organisation concerned, and whether it would be possible to do so without 

committing a career limiting move.  For an organisation to select out inappropriate 

crisis management leaders, they would need to be clear on what the criteria were 

and whether these could be established with the requisite reliability (that is, the 

extent to which a test measures the attributes consistently) and validity (that is, the 

extent to which test scores or responses measure the attributes they were intended 

to measure and have the impact that was sought). 
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An anecdotal observation suggests that there is a strong personality component in 

the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of incident command. 

 

 "A very long standing but almost totally neglected cause of awful decisions is the 

personality make-up of those who make the choices.  It is a matter of simple logic, if 

not common sense, and that at any given decision point the option chosen could 

well depend on whether the decision maker is, say, a sensation-seeking risk-taking 

extrovert or an overly cautious inward-looking introvert.  By the same token we 

might reasonably expect that decisions by imaginative, warm, careless, untidy, 

unpunctual, disobedient, hysterical personalities would be quite unlike those 

emanating from the rigid, closed, conforming, conventional, and unimaginative 

minds of obedient but uninspired authoritarians" 

 (Dixon, 1994) 

  

Perhaps a more powerful combination of attributes might be less polarised – a 

leader who knows when to be directive and when to listen and consult with their 

team.  It is suggested that these skills would not suddenly emerge in the context of 

a crisis – more that they are competences and behaviours which any skilled leader 

should hone in normality. 

 

 However, despite significant resources allocated to the issue by NASA, they still 

have not devised a definitive psychometric test of command ability.  Flin’s (1996) 

view is that personality is only one factor in the incident command issue, and 

specific leadership styles and command techniques also need to be considered.  

She observes that research studies find it more fruitful to focus on attitudes (which 

can be changed) rather than personality characteristics (which are viewed as 

enduring components of the self).   
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Yusko and Goldstein (1997) suggest that it is essential to identify what an effective 

crisis leader is supposed to do (the tasks), what qualities are necessary for the 

leader to do things effectively (the competencies) and in what environment the 

leader must perform (the context).  Without ‘task’, ‘competency’ and ‘context’ 

information, it is impossible to know how to select or train such a leader. It appears 

to be more advantageous to focus on competences in identifying, selecting and 

training crisis team managers, though there seems to have been little research in 

this area (Borodzicz, 2005).  

 

As with many other definitions in the area of crisis management, the term can be 

used loosely and inconsistently. “There is such confusion and debate concerning 

the concept of ‘competence’ that it is impossible to identify or impute a coherent 

theory or to arrive at a definition capable of accommodating and reconciling all the 

different ways that the term is used” (Le Deist and Winterton, 2005).  Competence 

often refers to functional areas, and competency to behavioural areas, but this is not 

always the case.  For the purpose of this thesis, Flin’s (1996) definition will be 

followed, which is “the ability to perform consistently within an occupation to the 

standards expected in employment".  However, it is also important to note that there 

are different dimensions of competence – cognitive (knowledge and understanding), 

functional (skills), and social (behavioural and attitudinal, often referred to as 

competencies) for example.  Each of these can be fruitfully applied to leadership 

competence, as can the concept of meta-competence – “learning how to learn” (Le 

Deist and Winterton, 2005). 

2.3   Leadership competences 
What, then, are the competences commonly associated with crisis management 

leadership?  A useful list of questions in establishing these competences was 

suggested by Yusko and Goldstein (1997 p. 219). 
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• “What are the characteristics of good versus poor crisis leaders when trying 

to handle these crisis task activity clusters? 

• What are the reasons that some people are particularly effective or 

particularly ineffective when handling these crisis activity clusters?   

• What are some critical incidents or examples that describe effective and 

ineffective behaviour during the crisis with regard to these task activities? 

• What competencies can be eventually trained in crisis leaders and which 

competencies are a "must have" immediately upon assuming the leadership 

role?” 

 

This list was included as part of the questions posed to research interviewees in this 

thesis, and the answers have provided useful data in constructing a model of 

interwoven leadership, shown in Chapter 7. 

 
The test of a good incident manager in a crisis is his or her ability to focus on 

solvable problems; to prioritise the elements of a problem in terms of how much 

progress can be achieved with each element in a very small amount of time; to 

delegate responsibility effectively; to manage the "span of control", or number of 

pressing tasks; to communicate clearly and rationally; and to keep a level head in a 

crisis (Alexander, 2004).  However, this list focuses more on analytical and logical 

competences than on people skills.  Command skills identified from military and 

emergency services (Slaven and Flin, 1997; Crichton, Lauche et al., 2005) also 

focus on task skills:  situation assessment, generic decision-making, prioritising, 

monitoring, and planning.  There is also no reference to ethical decision-making. 

 

In the emergency services, competency requirements for key decision makers are 

still very much based on rank rather than proven skill or ability (Borodzicz and Van 

Haperen, 2003) though there is a move to change this.  In the Fire Service, there is 

a shift from “rank to role”, where there is a role map of competences under the 
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Integrated Personal Development System (IPDS) designed to be relevant to each 

level in the service.  However, as with any cultural shift, it will take some time for 

this reality to assert itself through all ranks in all Brigades; it is also more developed 

at the lower levels of the service; and it is not yet clear how this will apply to crisis 

management as opposed to incident management.   

 

Scholars and practitioners have carried out work and studies on crew resource 

management (CRM), recognising the importance of people management 

competences such as team co-ordination, leadership, and stress management. The 

recognition of the significance of an interactive team is embedded in the concept of 

CRM.  Initially developed within the aviation industry, it focuses on human factors 

training programmes which are designed to increase the effectiveness of flight 

crews and arose from the recognition that human error and teamwork failures are 

major causal factors in industrial accidents (Wagenaar and Groenweg, 1987; 

Hollnagel, 1993; Federal Aviation Administration, 1998; Flin, O'Connor et al., 2002).  

It has been adopted by a number of other professions including nuclear and 

offshore power industries, aviation maintenance, air-traffic control, the Merchant 

Navy and surgical medicine (Salas, 2001; Barnett, 2003; Blum, 2004). CRM focuses 

on technical skills, such as situation awareness, decision-making, communication 

(including assertiveness and speaking up), team working, and managing stress and 

fatigue.   

 

It is no longer just about handling the technical side of a crisis, but recognising 

important qualitative contributions ((Boin and Lagadec, 2000; Borodzicz and Van 

Haperen, 2003).  As in other areas of management, there is an increasing 

appreciation that people management competences are as valuable, and as worthy 

of highlighting, as task competencies, and that both competency sets need to be 

included in assessing, training and evaluating effective crisis managers.  “"The non-

technical skills of an organisation's emergency response personnel are as important 
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as their technical expertise and knowledge and application of emergency operating 

procedures" (Crichton and Flin, 2001). At all levels of crisis handling, and 

particularly where the crisis is hallmarked by interagency response, relationships 

with stakeholders and operational partners have to be given careful consideration, 

not just in the planning stages, but during the incident and after in the recovery 

stage.  

 

“In most large scale crisis situations, there may be some centralisation via crisis 

centres, but the majority of important decisions result from the process of bringing 

together many key participants in which consultation, negotiation and outright 

confrontation are the orders of the day" ('t Hart, Rosenthal et al.,1993). A crisis 

leader is likely to be judged on whether there has been a successful resolution of 

the crisis.  There is a wide spectrum of criteria for measuring success, dependent 

on the individual agendas of those stakeholders assessing the aftermath (Pearson 

and Clair, 1998).   

 

 Managing a multi-agency response is very demanding, yet response effectiveness 

relies on the successful integration of such agencies (Auf Der Heide, 1989; Paton 

and Flin, 1999), and this requires, inter alia, strong leadership and team 

optimisation skills.  Crisis leaders need to be able to put themselves in the position 

of all stakeholders, including the victims, and be able to recognise their diverse 

needs and feelings, anticipating and managing the stress experienced by others, 

whilst also dealing with the stress they themselves are experiencing (Travers, 

1998). It is suggested that they do this first and foremost – a leader under severe 

stress will neither be able to make the effective analysis and decisions required, nor 

be in a position to support others, if he or she has not attended to their own 

psychological welfare. 
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Leaders managing crises under stressful situations are likely to revert to the style 

with which they are most comfortable – an unconscious preference perhaps – and 

the more disturbing the situation, the stronger the urge to take refuge in familiar 

procedures (Lagadec, 1993).  Thus, those incident managers and commanders who 

place more value on their people management skills may well focus their attention 

on their team, stakeholders and operational partners.  Those who value their logical 

and analytical skills may pay more attention to problem analysis, prioritised 

decision-making and solution delivery. "Leaders who are more task-oriented than 

human-relations oriented reach the point where they neglect human relations 

altogether (and vice versa)" (Lagadec, 1993). It is argued that it is the successful 

combination of the two stances which is likely to deliver the most effective outcome, 

though personal preferences and organisational culture will play a large part.  Other 

personal characteristics will also contribute to the makeup of a leader, whether at 

normality or during the height of an incident, such as self-awareness, emotional 

stability, self-confidence and the willingness to take on a leadership role at all (Flin, 

1996).   Other important characteristics are the “locus of control” balance (the extent 

to which an individual perceives that they have control over a given situation), and a 

capacity to discuss and question aspects of crisis openly and without defensiveness 

(Travers, 1998). 

 

 A helpful list of command skills highlighting both people and task aspects for 

strategic and tactical level incident management team members is identified by 

Crichton, Lauche et al., (2005).  
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CATEGORY ELEMENT BEHAVIOURS  

Situation 
assessment  
 

Information gathering  
 
Shared awareness 
 
Projection/prediction  
 
Expectations 

 

• Obtain summary of current situation 
from others 

• Shares view of current situation with 
others 

• Discusses contingencies and 
identifies potential future problems 

• Articulates expectations i.e. goals 
and potential event evolution 

Decision -
making  
 

Problem definition and 
diagnosis 
 
Option generation 
 
 
Risk and time 
assessment 
 
 
Response selection 
(analytical/rule-based 
strategy use) 
 
Outcome review 

• Gathers information and diagnoses 
problem 

 
• Recalls previous similar experiences; 

considers alternative courses of 
action 

• Identifies the risks and discusses 
alternative courses of action: 
considers time available in which to 
select course of action 

• Identifies options and selects 
courses of action 

 
• Checks outcome against 

expectations 
  

Teamwork  
 

Team and workload 
management 
 
Co-ordination of activities 
 
 
Consideration and 
support 
 

• Distributes tasks appropriately 
among team members and detects 
gaps and inconsistencies  

• Ensures that all team members are 
engaged in the task and are 
participating to achieve the goal 

• Acknowledges other team members 
tasks 

Leadership  
 

Command 
 
 
 
 
Planning and replanning 
 
 
 
Provide direction 
 
Delegation 
 
Communication 

 
 
Communication with 
others 
 

• Takes charge of situation if required, 
identifies in tensions and goals; 
establishes and implements incident 
management team structure (if 
required) 

• Participates in planning and 
encourages task completion; 
modifies plans if required in response 
to situation 

• Determines key goals and prioritise 
these tasks and activities 

• Checks the tasks are being 
appropriately undertaken 

• Briefing/debriefing; conducts 
briefings/debriefing  to share 
information 

• Uses clear and open communication 
with others 

 

[Figure 1 – Command Skills, from Crichton, Lauche et al (2005)] 
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To this list might be added stress management for the leader themselves as well as 

of those in their team, as well as ethical and moral decision-making. 

 

Leadership competences cannot be considered in isolation.  The potential of a 

leader needs to be matched by training in scenario assessment, problem analysis, 

decision-making and solution resolution.  He or she will be operating in a cultural as 

well as a situational context, and under varying levels of stress which may seriously 

affect their competence.  Leaders do not operate alone – they are invariably 

working within and interacting with a team (or several teams), often at different 

hierarchical levels.  In the next sections of this chapter, the implications of these 

factors on effective crisis management leaders will be considered. 

2.4  Organisational culture 
Organisational culture refers to the “climate and practices that organizations 

develop around their handling of people, or to the espoused values and credo of an 

organization”(Schein, 2004). Culture is known colloquially as “the way we do things 

round here.”  A leader is likely to be affected by the culture in which he or she 

operates – its precepts, values, structure, hierarchy and rules will underpin the way 

in which any leader analyses and manages an incident, and will form part of the 

context in which the leader is judged effective or ineffective.  For example, it has 

already been highlighted that there will be a difference between incidents handled 

by the emergency services and those falling under the remit of a commercial 

organisation – for the former, there will be issues of public order (Police) or 

containing phenomena (Fire and Rescue Service) which will drive the management 

of the incident in a way which is inapplicable for the latter.   

 

In Chapter 1, major incident management in the UK was outlined.  It was pointed 

out that it is normally the role of the police to co-ordinate Gold level management, 

and at this level it will invariably be a senior police officer, such as an Assistant 

Chief Constable or Deputy Chief Constable.  It may be pertinent, therefore, to refer 
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to the work of Robert Reiner, who studied the role of Chief Constables in the UK 

and identified four different “ideal-typical patterns” of Chief Constable career and 

style (Reiner, 1991).  He divided these ideal types into barons, bobbies, bosses and 

bureaucrats.  Barons are likely to “lead from the front, to be obeyed, but to give his 

men their say and their due.” He may resent interventionism of central government, 

and fears politicisation.  Bobbies believe in traditional policing, which they see as 

increasingly restricted by political and legal interference and control, and have the 

attitudes of beat policemen promoted to the top job.  Bosses control mainly through 

authority not power, don’t suffer criticism gladly, and see community policing as 

idealistic in the face of an overwhelming tide of crime. Bureaucrats are likely to have 

a degree, extensive experience of research and training and are strong advocates 

of the virtues of local consultation. They believe that problems and conflicts can be 

managed through professionalism and diplomacy. 

 

Although Reiner stresses that these are ideal types, all Chief Constables are likely 

to have some affinity with at least one of these models. These senior officers 

influence those police officers who are likely to co-ordinate an SCG, and thus the 

style and approach with which a strategic multi-agency major incident response is 

operated.  In a later work in 2000 -The Politics of the Police - Reiner refers to police 

officers as holding a “very pragmatic, concrete, down-to-earth, anti-theoretical 

perspective, which is typical of the rank and file, and indeed chief constables (with a 

growing number of exceptions).”  Several of the Gold strategic co-ordinators who 

were observed by this researcher did tend to be pragmatic, but also aligned with 

Reiner’s description of the Weberian bureaucrat.  This description of the bureaucrat 

was not intended by Reiner to be pejorative.  Rather, he is describing an individual 

who adheres to a broad social concept of the police role, and believes that 

problems can be dealt with “by a sophisticated and professional management 

approach, involving consutation, but with decision-making according to professional 

and legal criteria.” 
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In the context of this thesis, Hofstede and Hofstede’s observation (2005) is 

interesting.  They define culture as:  

 

“the collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one 

organization from another. An organization’s culture, however, is maintained not 

only in the minds of its members but also in the minds of its other “stakeholders”, 

everybody who interacts with the organization ...”  

Cultures and organizat ions: software of the mind (p.282) 
 

As this research deals with multi-agency response, it is argued that the perception 

of each contributing agency of the other cultures with which it interacts will influence 

the overall behaviour dynamics of the group.  

 

Culture impacts on crises at all stages, including planning (Penrose, 1999) through 

response, and thence returning to normality. Culture can hinder or facilitate (Stead 

and Smallman, 1999).  If organisations see crisis management planning as 

pointless or irrelevant, then this is bound to impact resources, training, and 

preparation (King, 2002).  A  number of industrial psychology studies indicate that 

staff in such an organisation will be quick to pick up on a lack of organisational 

interest in such planning (Mearns, Flin et al., 2001). Even the methodology for 

selecting people who may manage incidents will be affected by the cultural context.  

Selection procedure in oil and gas companies tends to be informal and less 

structured, and they tend to pick "company" people who know the implicit rules of 

how things get done (Slaven and Flin, 1997).  Other organisations, particularly in 

commercial environments, appoint people to lead crisis management teams as an 

“add-on” to their commercial role in normality, thus a Financial Director might find 

themselves leading the response to a serious incident.  This will of course become 

problematic if such a person has received no crisis management training. 
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The hierarchy of an organisation can influence the degree of autonomy that any 

incident manager has (Penrose, 1999), the level of their authority and responsibility; 

and their confidence and ability to step outside standard operating procedures 

(SOPs) or to challenge more senior personnel.  If those who are managing a crisis 

are constrained by fears of breaching organisational taboos - cross-functional, 

technical, hierarchical or cultural - for fear of future sanctions, their effectiveness 

and usefulness both to the crisis management team and the organisation will be 

severely blighted (Robert and Lajtha, 2002). 

 

They will also be well aware of the criteria by which their effectiveness will be 

measured and by whom. “The influence and approval of those in positions of 

authority can have a major affect upon how their subordinates perceive their 

environment"(Turner and Pidgeon, 1997).  Arguably, this will be more evident in 

high reliability organisations such as the blue light services, the military, and 

hospital emergency rooms.  For example, in the aviation industry there are clear 

divisions of authority in a cockpit, where the captain has overall responsibility for the 

aircraft.  “Situations can arise on the flight deck where the captain – either due to his 

or her own personal limitations or excessive workload - is not able to deal 

adequately with emerging situations.  Sometimes, the authoritarian line is drawn so 

clearly that the co-pilot feels unable to challenge intrinsically unsafe decisions made 

by the captain" or if they do feel able to challenge, are ignored by a captain who 

does not take kindly to their authority being challenged (Mearns, Flin et al., 2001). 

These authors make the important point that “difficulties in challenging unsafe or 

incorrect practices and picking up errors are not confined to the flight deck … but 

are prevalent at most workplaces". In organisations where there is a perceived 

blame culture, risk aversion is likely to be high. Because of the ambiguity associated 

with crisis and its impending outcome, there is a tendency to counter that risk by 
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becoming extra conservative in responding to the crisis - this has been called 

"threat rigidity" (James and Wooten, 2005).  

 

The impact of cultural difference is likely to be particularly noticeable where inter-

disciplinary and inter-agency teams are concerned.  It is rare that interagency actors 

dealing with crisis management situations exercise regularly.  Large exercises are 

costly and therefore infrequent; the turnover of staff in the various participating 

services may exacerbate the problem. The effectiveness demonstrated by a team 

that works together on a regular basis may be missing, and some of the problem 

areas highlighted by Cooley (1994) may be more clearly evidenced.  These include 

a lack of well-defined common procedures, miscommunication and 

misunderstandings, inadequate participation in - and procedures for  - problem-

solving. 

 

Culturally, approaches in normality are likely to differ between the action-oriented 

blue light services and - with some exceptions such as Accident and Emergency 

and Intensive Care Departments within the NHS - consensus-seeking public 

services such as local government and health services. There is no reason to 

suppose that this would change in the white heat of a crisis situation.  Indeed, the 

different approaches might cause tension at this juncture.  The emergency services 

may have a more directive management style and a shorter time frame of decision-

making than their local government counterparts, for example.  Frustrations could 

arise where one agency is perceived to be less flexible or responsive, or where 

another is perceived to overrule others in order to serve its own agenda. 

 

In the public services, there can be reinforced silos of hierarchy and structure which 

not only hinder communication intra- and inter-organisationally, but constrict 

interdisciplinary thinking, sharing and trans-departmental thinking (Carrel, 2000).  

This can also have a deleterious effect on organisational curiosity and openness.  
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The willingness of civil servants to experiment with new ideas and policies can thus 

be very limited, with the potential to lead to groupthink ('t Hart, 1994).  Although 

public services may not be necessarily isolated from outside thinking, when 

circumstances trigger the groupthink phenomenon, they can turn inwards when 

under threat and become even more tunnel-visioned and risk averse. One example 

in the UK might be the furore over unreliable and inaccurate immigration statistics, 

where officials continued to furnish the Home Secretary with inaccurate information 

rather than expose the true level of immigration to an increasingly disbelieving 

public and media.  A very recent example (December 2008) has involved a 

backlash over the arrest by the Metropolitan Police of a Conservative MP, the 

reaction of his colleagues in Parliament and a defensive position taken by the 

Speaker in the House of Commons. 

 

Groupthink is an organisational cognitive phenomenon identified by Janis (1983) as 

“a mode of thinking that people engage in when they are deeply involved in a 

cohesive in-group, when the members’ striving for unanimity overrides their 

motivation to realistically appraise alternative courses of action”.  The 

circumstances necessary for group think are: a cohesive group; isolation of the 

group from outside influences; no systematic procedures for considering pros and 

cons of different courses of action; a directive leader who explicitly favours a 

particular course of action; and high stress (Davies, 2005).  These factors might well 

be found during the height of a major incident. The consequences of groupthink 

which Davies goes on to highlight would clearly contribute to ineffective crisis 

management: an incomplete survey of group's objectives and alternative courses of 

action; not examining the risks of the preferred choice; a poor or incomplete search 

for relevant information; selective bias in processing information at hand; not 

appraising rejected alternatives; and not developing contingency plans for the 

failure of actions agreed by the group. Janis also highlighted the false impression of 
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unanimity, and the illusion of being right and invulnerable, which it is suggested 

could be dangerous in the arena of effective crisis management leadership. 

 

Brantley (2005) cites ‘t Hart (1994) who highlights a missing piece in the Janis 

groupthink jigsaw - the effect of inter-group rivalries on groupthink - pointing out that 

this is particularly prevalent in government because the constant fighting over policy 

leads to factionalism and the creation of highly cohesive groups. ‘T Hart also argues 

that the more goals are dissimilar, the higher is the likelihood of conflict.  Among the 

propositions that ‘t Hart offers is that group members will be more likely to accept 

strong leadership based on the intensity of inter-group rivalry; that winning groups 

experience increasing cohesion, reinforcing groupthink; and that losing groups 

either try to deny the loss, look for external scapegoats or blame internal conflicts. 

These factors may be pertinent in examining leader effectiveness of multi-agency 

emergency response groups. 

 

Clearly groupthink is not congruent with disputing decisions taken in a hierarchical 

context.  Carrel (2000) proposes the concept of a “court fool” or devil’s advocate 

who sets out opposing views.  However, it is suggested that champions at a very 

senior level in an organisation would be needed for such an approach to be 

embedded and encouraged, especially within the risk-averse public services.  

Further, the hierarchical structure of such organisations means that senior 

managers are highly unlikely to take instruction or direction (openly) from more 

junior personnel in normality.   It is unlikely that the culture would suddenly adapt 

itself in the midst of a crisis. "For a group of decision makers trained to a high 

standard in structured emergency response, an unorthodox or flexible approach 

may be perceived as analogous to a paradigm shift, or put more simply, rule 

breaking" (Borodzicz and Van Haperen, 2003).  However, lack of appropriate and 

sufficient autonomy may have significant and adverse effects on crisis handling. At 

operational level, so much might be going on in different places, these can "only be 
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handled adequately by operational leaders with sufficient mandate to take the 

actions they deem necessary" (Flin and Slaven, 1996; Boin and 't Hart, 2003). 

2.4.1  Standard operating procedures, rule breaking and organisational 
culture 

It is argued that an effective crisis management leader must be able to operate 

flexibly and creatively, unconstrained by the slavish following of standard operating 

procedures (SOPs). An organisational mindset will interlink with its culture and 

values, and will define what is and is not operationally acceptable for its personnel. 

Thus, it will affect the number, specificity and scope of standard operating 

procedures, which are defined by Flin (1996) as “the appropriate set and sequence 

of actions to be taken in the given situation".   In emergencies, rules and procedures 

can be strictly adhered to, because neither the solution nor the incident are 

problematic - "decision makers choose an appropriate and rehearsed training 

strategy and apply it with skill and precision" (Borodzicz and Van Haperen, 2003). 

Whether the members of that organisation pay heed to SOPs is, of course, another 

matter entirely.  In ill-formed crises which are unpredictable and chaotic, following 

SOPs blindly may be counter-productive.  

 

In a study of decision-making in offshore emergencies, Skriver and Flin (1996) 

observe that SOPs have been introduced to assist the Offshore Installation 

Managers (OIMs) in managing incidents. The authors show that there has been a 

trend towards creating SOPs for every possible eventuality in the hope that this 

would avoid the need for OIMs to have to make decisions (presumably of an 

unplanned or ill-judged nature).  However, that approach may follow the law of 

unintended consequences - it could raise difficulties in the eventuality of a novel 

incident arising which did not fit the SOP structure, and there might be a danger of 

OIMs relying on the SOPs as implacable laws that must be followed to the letter.  

However, Skriver and Flin argue that although the SOPs provide guidelines in order 

for the OIMs to make decisions, they are often too vague and generic to be of use in 
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emergencies where time pressure and speed of action are significant.   More 

reliance appears to be placed on individual training and experience, and for some 

OIMs, SOPs are considered of lesser value.  One OIM interviewed by Skriver and 

Flin puts his view very pithily: “If SOPs were made of softer material, I know what I 

would use them for”.  Other researchers also highlight the difficulties of using SOPs 

outwith well-rehearsed and structured responses to incidents (Borodzicz, 2000, 

2004; Lagadec, 1997; Turner, 1994). 

 

In high reliability organisations (HROs), referred to earlier, studies have shown that 

these organisations tend to have very clear, agreed operational goals.  The decision 

strategies for most situations are straightforward, well programmed SOPs.  The only 

decision is which SOP to apply.  In both air traffic control and aircraft carriers, for 

example, operating units have thick manuals of SOPs close at hand and invest 

much training in learning them "cold" (LaPorte and Consolini, 1991).  This echoes 

the OIMs cited above who recognise the importance of knowing the SOPs, rather 

than just relying on looking through manuals. 

 

It is almost inevitable that different organisations and cultures are going to have 

different responses to SOPs. Public services are an example of where employees in 

bureaucratic and/or hierarchical organisations are more likely to conform and be risk 

averse – these groups are more likely to adhere to SOPs.  As Borins (2002) 

maintains, "stability-seeking public sector organizations having strong central 

controls, and operating in hostile environments, can be expected to have personnel 

systems that do not reward career public servants for successful innovation but that 

punish them for unsuccessful attempts".  Burke (1997), commenting on 

organisational norms in the London Fire Brigade, observes that some procedures 

were triggered by the imminent arrival of a more senior officer rather than the urgent 

needs of the incident. He notes that “the imposition of organizational norms from 

above appears to be a source of stress, particularly when officers find themselves 
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unable to comply strictly with procedures without compromising a more common 

sense response to the actual circumstances facing them."  Burke also observes that 

there would sometimes be perceived “bottom-up” pressure by the incident 

commander, who on some occasions might not fully follow SOPs because he did 

not wish to be seen as rigid and inflexible.  Pity those Fire Service incident 

commanders then – truly between a rock and a hard place.  If they follow SOPs, 

they may seem inflexible and incapable of adapting to the presenting situation, but 

at risk (literally and metaphorically) of being dubbed “command failures” should their 

non-conformance with SOPs cause them to manage incidents poorly. Thus an 

organisational culture can potentially set their crisis leaders up as scapegoats, 

particularly if an incident is high profile and a political hot potato. 

 

However, in all organisations there is both the will and the capacity to engender 

“work arounds”, when the organisation’s rules are either an obstacle to delivery or 

cause issues around availability of time and/or money. Young (1999) observed that 

in health care organisations,  "there are increasingly in today's rapid pace of 

change, situations where yesterday's rules are difficult to apply and individuals may 

be able to gain an advantage identifying rule vacuums and incongruities in order to 

impose their own agendas on others."  In Young’s research, managers rarely 

admitted that they ignored rules, but sometimes identified situations where in order 

to get something done, the rules became irrelevant.   

 

Within any organisation, attention will be paid not only to formal organisational 

norms but also what the organisation does to those who do not obey its rules, 

formal or informal.  In analysing an organisation, it is often helpful to understand its 

“story” of corporate memory and look at its heroes and villains – how these 

archetypes are established in the organisation, and whether they are held up as 

models to be followed or salutary examples to be avoided.  As part of their research 

on indirect leadership in a military context, Larsson et al (2005)  looked at rule 
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breaking in the air force, and noted that if high level commanders broke the rules, it 

was believed that anybody could then follow their example.  Interestingly, these 

authors also noted the phenomenon of what was considered “cool” to do or not do 

amongst experienced pilots, and that provided no new pilot or senior commander 

was observing, a certain amount of rule breaking was informally rewarded. If this 

phenomenon also presents in other organisational contexts, then rule-breaking is 

also subject to peer review and expectations.  These archetypes are invariably 

linked with success or failure, and it could be argued that if rule-breakers are 

successful in their overall outcome, the “powers that be” in that organisation are 

more likely to look kindly on their rule breaking. Of course, the reverse applies.  

Peters and Waterman (1982) highlighted innovations pushed forward by mavericks 

working at "skunkworks" far from central offices, "often operating without a clear 

mandate from above and using bootlegged resources", breaking the rules and 

producing products despite the organisation rather than because of it. One of the 

most famous examples of this is the ubiquitous Post-it note™, now a world-wide 

success for 3M, the company who own the copyright, but at the time of its invention 

derided by the marketing powers. 

It is less easy in the field of crisis management to identify those who break the rules 

and win over difficult odds to achieve their desired outcome, as there tends to be 

more focus on command failure. "It is surprisingly difficult to find good 

documentation of successful incident command, because it is typically the failures 

that are scrutinised minutely when a formal investigation is commissioned" (Flin, 

1996).  

 

Despite the positive possibilities of stepping outside standard operating procedures, 

it should be recognised that SOPs can and do have a relevance and 

appropriateness in dealing with major incidents.  They can form the basis of training 

and rehearsal, and allow crisis management teams to identify tried and tested 

practical responses which allow them to “train hard and fight easy”.  As Travers 
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(1998) observes, “In the emergency services, the use of standard response 

procedures has been found to assist in providing a feeling of control in an 

ambiguous and demanding environment”.  However, it might also be the case that 

one has to know the rules to break the rules. 

2.5  The synergy of the leader and the team 
A leader cannot be viewed in isolation from his or her team. “Seldom do power, 

authority, and responsibility reside in one person.  Even if the decision maker could 

make a choice unilaterally, the support of others would be needed to carry it out 

(Taylor, 1984).  Pearson and Clair (1998) reiterate this view, arguing that 

organisations will experience greater success when crisis preparation and response 

rests with the crisis management team than with an individual.  By definition, no 

leader operates without a team for him or her to lead.  If it is the optimal synergy of 

these that will contribute significantly to a positive outcome in normality, (Belbin, 

1981), it is suggested that it becomes even more imperative at the different stages 

of managing crises.  Such events resist conventional ways of managing; there are 

no ready made solutions for predefined problems, and unanticipated events 

requiring non-programmable responses must be managed in a very fuzzy 

environment where leaders must fix key goals, rearrange priorities, rethink 

relationships with stakeholders and clarify the communications strategy at speed 

(Boin and Lagadec, 2000). The composition of a crisis management team is critical 

to its performance (Klein, 1995; Flin, 1996; Smith, 2000; Borodzicz and Van 

Haperen, 2002; Salas, Cannon-Bowers et al., 1993).  

 

Any effective crisis management team must be able to maintain a sense of 

cohesiveness – without this, the ability of the group to make effective decisions and 

deal with issues around hierarchy and positional power will be severely impeded 

(Smith, 2000).  There are more advantages in using teams - more information, 

stimulation to creativity, and consensus around important decisions(Beebe and 

Masterson, 1997). However, there are also disadvantages: team working costs time 
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and energy and resources, conflict can occur, and there can be pressures to 

conform, member domination, and a lack of individual responsibility.  

 

However, in reviewing the characteristics of high-performance teams, it is 

suggested that many of these characteristics will be affected, positively or 

negatively, by the leader’s attitudes, behaviours and competencies.   Crichton and 

Lauche (2005) refer to the work of Salas et al (1993), which suggests that the 

minimum characteristics of a high performing team should be individual task 

proficiency (team members should be individually competent not only at their own 

tasks but must also have the necessary team working skills); clear concise 

communication; task motivation (the group need to feel like a team and be 

motivated to perform well); collective orientation; shared goal and mission with clear 

roles, accountabilities, and expectations.  Without taking away from a team 

member’s personal qualities and excellence, in all but individual task proficiency 

(which should already have been embedded in the individual prior to any crisis), the 

other characteristics are highly likely to be driven and/or exemplified by the team 

leader, to a greater or lesser extent.  This is encapsulated within Salas et al’s (1993) 

additional requirements: team leadership providing direction and guidance; shared 

understanding of the task and of other team members' roles and responsibilities 

(shared mental models) in order to anticipate each other's needs; collective efficacy 

(sense of " teamness"); anticipation (getting ahead of the power curve); flexibility 

(adjusting the allocation of resources to fit task, and altering strategies to suit to 

task); efficient implicit communication (awareness of each other's needs); 

monitoring of own performance (self-correcting); clear decision-making with 

rationale; and effective contingency planning. 

Although the outcomes of an effective team generally exceed the sum of the 

isolated individual contributions of its members, (Pearson and Clair, 1998) a 

successful team outcome can be frustrated by personnel lacking sufficient 

information about the fuller organisational context in which they are carrying out 
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their activities.  They will be very much focused on completing specific tasks at their 

own particular work site within their own particular area of expertise (Mearns, Flin et 

al., 2001).   

 

The willingness to speak up, especially if the culture or hierarchy dictates against it, 

can be vital in effectively managing a crisis. Leading up to the Kegworth air crash in 

1989, the pilots had wrongly shut down the wrong engine after an engine fire.  

Later, it was established that the cabin crew had known which engine was on fire, 

but had not informed the pilots (AAI Branch, 1990). Bland (1998) also reinforces the 

importance of those involved in crises to learn about others’ agendas, to have 

respect for them, and to thrash out any areas of potential conflict beforehand – 

important guidance for any crisis management team, and particularly key for multi-

agency teams handling major incidents. 

 

However, there are also organisations where a junior person is encouraged to 

override his senior in very specific instances (Roberts, Stout et al., 1994). Studying 

operations on board an aircraft carrier, the authors observed that even the most 

junior in the hierarchy can abort the landing of an aircraft.  There is a rule which 

says "never break a rule unless safety will be jeopardised by carrying out the rule".  

So there are even SOPs about breaking SOPs.  The authors also noted that 

theorists have recognised that people develop scripts when operating in familiar 

situations, which provide guidance for behaviour in well-known situations.  These 

scripts become difficult to break out of, and in politically sensitive situations, those 

ultimately in charge often "grab" decisions from lower levels to exert control.  Thus, 

even in organisations which delegate accountability and control at junior levels, 

when there is a highly charged scenario, senior people will seize control back from 

those junior to them. It is a recognised phenomenon that people in a stressful 

situation will revert to that style and approach which is most comfortable to them 

(Lagadec, 1993).  It can be seen that there is likely to be a tension between the 



Page 49 of 269  Katherine Devit t  – Doctoral thesis 
 Going for Gold  

crew resource management stance and the expert position which urges a more 

integrative approach to crisis management, and the command and control stance 

which would lend itself to a more hierarchical and directive crisis management 

standpoint.  If this leads to placing little weight on the ideas and input of more junior 

staff, hierarchical leaders in a crisis situation may at best rob themselves of useful 

data, and at worst, worsen the incident.  As has been noted by researchers in 

general management, many innovations come from the bottom up (Kanter, 1988; 

Kanter, 2001; Borins, 2002).  

Staw, Sandelands et al.(1981) argue that when an individual is confronted with a 

threat, he or she becomes more “rigid” in response to that threat, and responds with 

actions that have been used in the past, even though those actions may be totally 

inappropriate to the current threat. When this happens, they fail to properly evaluate 

the current situation. The outcome is “a restriction of information processing, a 

narrowing of the field of attention, and a reduction in the number of sources utilized 

to help address the threat… the individual, like a turtle, pulls into his or her own 

shell and refuses to seek out any outside inputs… which severely handicaps the 

ability to explore effective actions to address the threat."  Weisaeth et al (2002)  

support this view, commenting 

 “"the effects of stress can, if moderate, be beneficial, but when they become major 

they will be negative.  Rigidity in both perception and cognition expresses itself by 

liability to cling to one set of precepts and ideas if the individual first was struck by 

them.  Flexibility in decision-making will be reduced.  Such stereotypical behaviour 

can be seen in tendencies to carry out familiar functions in a sudden, threatening 

situation.  On the perceptual and cognitive level this is marked by the tendency to 

interpret new, unknown events in terms of familiar, expected events."   

It is suggested that if several individuals respond similarly, groupthink may occur. 
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2.6  Stress and leadership 
No review of leadership in crisis situations can be complete without reviewing the 

significant impact that stress can have on individual leaders and their teams when 

managing such incidents.   

 

Most people can identify how it feels to be under stress, though many different  

definitions of stress exist (Flin, O’Connor and Crichton, 2008). The UK Health and 

Safety Executive defines it as “the adverse reaction people have to excessive 

pressure or other types of demand placed on them” (HSE, 2005).  Lazarus and 

Folkman (1984) see stress as “a particular relationship between the person and the 

environment that is appraised by the person as taxing or exceeding his or her 

resources and endangering his or her well-being.”  In other words, stress will be 

experienced when there is a substantial imbalance between what we perceive is 

being demanded of us and what we perceive our capabilities are, at a time when we 

perceive the outcome to be important. 

 

The personal attributes, behaviours and competences of a leader can be tested to 

destruction in a highly stressful scenario. This will be exacerbated if there has been 

little recent experience of crisis management (Paton and Flin, 1999).  Additionally 

(and paradoxically), in crises, "the need for flexible and creative thinking constitutes 

an additional source of stress and mental demand" (Flin, 1996). Flin highlights acute 

stressors that include unfamiliar, dynamic, chaotic events; communication 

problems; time pressure; consequences and accountability; responsibility and/or 

fear of failure; information, including that which is missing or ambiguous as well as 

an overload of information; team management and co-ordination; and dealing with 

the media.  

 

However, as recently as 2004, Grant and Mack suggest that “very little attention has 

been paid to the psycho-physiological implications of crisis management on the 
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leaders of organizations, particularly as the crisis unfolds.”  Paton (2003) argues 

that “"stress represents a significant determinant of the effective performance of the 

emergency management role" and that the “quality of procedures used in managing 

crisis can also contribute to stress, including emergency resource procurement and 

deployment, role allocation, and delegation of authority and responsibility when 

operating in multi-agency, multi-disciplinary and multi-jurisdictional environments”.  

Smith (2000) comments that senior managers who are skilled in managing the 

steady state organisation “may not have the characteristics required to cope with 

the stressful demand of crisis”. 

 

If stress resilience is an attribute greatly to be desired in a crisis management team 

leader, it is difficult to assess whether an individual has that quality consistently 

other than by observing that individual’s performance in a crisis, though even then, 

this may vary from crisis to crisis, as has been pointed out earlier. As Kleiboer 

(1997) observes, "psychological tests and interviews provide a picture of a person's 

cognitive and communicative abilities but cannot reliably predict how he/she 

functions under stress." 

  

It could be argued that different cognitive decision-making might also impact on an 

individual’s stress levels within a crisis.  Intuitive or naturalistic decision-making 

(NDM) is an approach whereby decisions are made in the field based on 

experience, and one of the key theories within NDM is recognition-primed decision-

making (RPDM).  This was developed through research into decision-making by fire 

ground commanders and the military - experienced decision-makers who might 

need to make quick decisions in complex, dynamic and hazardous situations, with 

limited time and information.   It is argued by Klein (1996) that NDM gives greater 

stress resilience than the more intellectually demanding analytical approach, where 

different options are generated. 
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Flin (1996) observes that RPDM involves the decision maker in assessing and 

classifying the situation in front of them (as opposed to generating options) and 

once they recognise that they are dealing with a particular type of event, they 

usually know the typical response to tackle it.  They then quickly evaluate the 

feasibility of that course of action, imagining how they would implement it, to check 

whether anything important might go wrong.  If they envisage any problems, then 

the plan might be modified, but only if they reject it would they consider another 

strategy. 

 

However, different levels of crisis handling require different decision making 

strategies.  At the strategic command level, where non-programmed decision-

making is the norm, an analytical approach is likely to be more relevant  than in 

NDM, where the emphasis is on assessing and classifying the situation rather than 

generating options (Crichton, Flin et al., 2000).  It is suggested that NDM is more 

relevant for operational incident commanders and managers at Bronze level. 

Moreover, at strategic level there is invariably going to be higher levels of ambiguity 

than at operational level, and this does not lend itself to an NDM approach.  

Ambiguity in itself can be a stressor, particularly for leaders whose preferred ways 

of operating lie in certainty, facts and risk avoidance. 

 

Although it can be seen that there are many factors which can engender stress in 

an individual, particularly against the backdrop of a major incident, a fundamental 

question to address in this context is why some people are either paralysed or 

destroyed by crises and their effects, while others seem to grow from them 

(Travers, 1998).  This is surely important in any selection of leaders but is extremely 

hard to put into practice.  As human beings, we still do not know what we are 

capable of, or where we will fail, until we are tested in the crucible of experience.  

Even then, as has been highlighted earlier, achievement in one crisis does not 

automatically herald success in another.   
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The way crises are experienced can trigger fundamental survival issues – both 

psychological and physical – and even if there is no significant psychological 

trauma, there can be a considerable effect to an individual’s psychological 

wellbeing.  

 “Scholars distinguish between physical death when the body biologically dies, and 

psychological death, when the inner structure of an individual’s experience is 

shattered, destroyed or challenged in a traumatic way.  Both types of death are so 

terrifying that individuals will resist them with all their strength.” (Travers, 1998 p. 

146) 

As it is impractical to screen leaders accurately for stress resistance during a crisis, 

the focus should be more on training them to recognise and manage their stress 

reactions when their psychological certainties are being challenged, enabling them 

to be able to deal better with others’ stress reactions.  Well-designed simulations 

can help to identify stress in participants, symptoms of groupthink, perceptions of in-

groups and out-groups, leadership profiles and group climate and cohesiveness ('t 

Hart, 1997).  This scholar goes on to observe that simulations, followed by careful 

debriefing, can be a vital part of selecting and training crisis managers. 

2.7  Crisis preparedness and training implications 
Real crises - as opposed to emergencies – are thankfully infrequent events in the 

calendars of most organisations.  However, this is likely to mean that many 

organisations are reluctant to spend time and money in training the people who 

must lead in such an eventuality. This reluctance can be compounded, in that 

unprepared leaders can have an ostrich-like tendency to deny that they and their 

organisation are in the middle of a crisis at all (Mitroff and Alpaslan, 2003; Grant 

and Mack, 2004; Davies, 2005).  Gherardi (1998) quotes Turner’s (1978) concept of 

the perceptual horizon, which identifies “those things that are significant and 

important to individuals and organisations in the pursuit of their tasks”. Put more 

anecdotally, as human beings we see that which we want to see, hear that which 

we want to hear.  Turner (1978 p.48) quoted the conclusion of the tribunal which 
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investigated the Aberfan disaster. “We found that many witnesses, not excluding 

those who were intelligent and anxious to assist us, had been oblivious to what lay 

before their eyes.  It did not enter their consciousness.  They were like moles being 

asked about the habits of birds”.  

 

Organisations and their members are defined by what they choose to ignore 

(Pidgeon, 1998; Weick, 1998).  Despite the financial impact of being exposed to a 

crisis, it is interesting to note that the appetite for sound preparation and training in 

handling such crises is not high.  This clearly has implications for the quality of 

selection and training of crisis management team leaders, as will be shown in 

Chapter 8 of this thesis. 

 

Even after the 9/11 (the attack on the World Trade Centre) and the terror attacks on 

Madrid and London, not much seems to have changed since Pauchant and Mitroff 

(1992) observed that top business managers are generally averse to taking crisis 

contingency planning seriously.  This view is reinforced by Boin and Lagadec 

(2000), suggesting that “ (the managers)  always seem to have something better to 

do at the time… Leaders at the pinnacle of business and politics alike are socialized 

into seeking opportunities to outpace their competitors rather than exercising 

strategic contingency management" and observing that top level management may 

not be keen to participate in training exercises, “armed solely with classic tools for 

new problems, our future crisis managers are lulled into a false sense of security: 

they think they are prepared, but they are not”.   

 

Organisations may come to this conclusion by assuming that they naturally know 

how to manage crises because of the level of management they have reached 

(Lagadec, 1997). However, Crichton, Lauche et al (2005) cite Cullen (1990), who 

states that “incident command skills are a level of management skills that are not a 

feature of normal industrial management posts”.  The need for organisations to 
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demonstrate ability is now almost as important as actual ability (Borodzicz, 2003).  

Might this lead to a “tick in the box” mentality in organisations, where a superficial 

gesture in the direction of crisis management is seen to be a suitable substitute for 

thorough planning and training? Part of the problem revolves around assumption 

that “ we (organisations) deal with crises every day” – a misconception based on 

inconsistent understanding of what constitutes a crisis – and the flawed belief that 

teams who manage effectively in normality can also manage with equal skill in the 

throes of a crisis (Smith, 2000). 

 If specific skills are needed to handle crises, then this should be reflected in both 

the training and the identification of key individuals and groups within organisations 

(Borodzicz, 2000). Boin and t’Hart (2003) comment that crisis planning is taken 

seriously only by leaders who have experienced crises, or in communities where 

there is an “emergency subculture” as a result of living through previous disasters.  

Given this apparent aversion to crisis preparation, it is not surprising that there is 

little focus on selecting and training the most effective crisis management leaders 

and teams, and that in many organisations, it is at the bottom of their priority list. 

  

Smith (2000) asserts that crisis management teams and leaders need to be 

selected to cope with the demands of tasks within crises; however, it is suggested 

that given this predisposition to deprioritise crisis management planning and 

training, it is highly likely that selection will be based on hierarchical positions within 

an organisation.  Regular exercising of plans will naturally expose any weaknesses 

in such an approach, but that is unlikely to occur in organisations which fail to 

recognise the significance of rehearsal in incident management and business 

recovery. 

 

High reliability organisations (HROs) are clear exceptions to this rule – the aviation 

industry, the nuclear industry and offshore oil installations are all examples of 

commercial sectors where businesses “have to operate under very trying conditions 
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all the time and yet manage to have fewer than their fair share of accidents” (Weick 

and Sutcliffe, 2001).  Unsurprisingly, it is the HROs, and other organisations such 

as the emergency services and the military, which provide the richest mine of 

information on effective crisis leadership.  In these organisations, incident command 

skills are seen as essential, and are thus constituent components of training 

(Crichton, Lauche at al, 2005).   

 

Emergency incidents or military operations differ from business crisis management 

in one key area - "consequences of ineffective command can result in tangible and 

immediately visible losses, injuries and sometimes deaths ... played out against 

political backdrops and which usually have legal consequences" (Flin and 

Arbuthnot, 2002). The complexity of incident command in these circumstances has 

an added frisson: how the handling of the incident will play out at a political level.  It 

becomes clear that the operational handling of the incident itself may not be the 

only yardstick of effectiveness. 

 

If many organisations are disinclined to plan for the disruption that a major incident 

invariably brings in its wake, it is suggested that they are even less inclined to 

prepare for the likely predictable psychological responses that will occur in a crisis, 

thus enabling leaders to anticipate and manage their own and others’ responses.  

Travers (1998) identifies a number of these responses, including personal 

reactions, resistance, readiness, response to a political environment, need for 

control and cultural impact.  As many of these factors will later emerge in the 

findings of this research, these psychological responses will be described in more 

detail. 

 

Personal reactions from members of a crisis management team include “What does 

this mean for me?” and “Am I in any way to blame?” When people are reacting in 

this way, they stop listening to external input, impairing their understanding of what 
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is going on around them.  Leaders need to ensure that all views are aired in order to 

obviate the negative impact of such internalisation. Resistance may manifest in 

individuals and groups, actively or passively.  As resistance tends to be based on 

perceived threat or fear, a leader needs to find out what underpins the resistance in 

order to reduce it.  As Travers remarks, “there is always a vein of truth in resistance 

which may provide … some valuable insight into people’s needs during the 

management of the crisis process.”  Readiness is defined as the degree to which 

people will “ready” themselves once they accept how things will be done.  Whilst 

acceptance is to be encouraged, too great an enthusiasm may be as difficult to 

manage as resistance.   

 

Response to the political environment recognises that carrying out a political scan is 

essential, as is the knowledge of the key stakeholders and managing their reaction.  

In a multi-agency team, this is particularly relevant and crucial. Reputational crises 

are becoming increasingly familiar to emergency services organisations, illustrated 

by negative publicity aimed at the Metropolitan Police, and its ex-Chief Constable, 

Sir Ian Blair, as a result of anti-terrorist operations which had gone seriously awry. 

The need for control emerges as even more evident in a crisis.  What makes this 

problematic is that individuals are not usually in control of the way they feel and act 

at times of crisis.  People’s feelings, values, beliefs, norms and rituals are affected 

by, and are part of, the culture(s) to which they belong. 

These predictable responses might trigger potentially negative leader behaviours 

when dealing with the crisis itself.  Heath (1998) highlights some of these: “first cab 

off the rank” – dealing with the first bundle of information received they get, in order 

to be seen to do something as soon as possible; undue weight on the first 

information the leader hears; the “TUG” effect, where the leader is pulled or 

distracted by missing or uncertain information, or may feel that time is so limited 

they will be too late if they don’t make an immediate decision (the “LATE” effect).  

This may polarise into extreme conservatism and risk aversion.  The ostrich effect, 
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tunnel-vision or even catatonia may be found at one extreme.  At its polar opposite, 

there can be extreme risk acceptance, leading to “fools gold” – a haphazard 

reaction to nuggets of information; “fast and furious” – where discrete decision 

making leads to conflicting orders; and the “long shot” – where the riskiest action is 

perceived to be the quickest way of dealing with the crisis.  There is also “LATE” 

(limited action time environment) – where there is an over pre-occupation with the 

amount of time, and leaders feel the need to make a decision -  any decision -  even 

given the little information available.  The outcomes of a LATE reaction include the 

first cab of the rank approach outlined above; frozen moments (paralysis mentally 

and sometimes physically); and a “doomsday reaction” where the leader is resigned 

to being beaten by the situation.  Although these behaviours are identified as a 

potential part of a leader repertoire, they are also to be found in crisis management 

teams.  All the more reason, then, for leaders to be familiar with them and what to 

do about them.  

2.8   Decision-making 
One of the effects of failing to train senior level management in crisis management 

may be seen in the quality of decision-making.  In their study of public service 

managers,  Boin and Lagadec (2000) argue that top level leaders are wont to use 

familiar but inappropriate models of management in novel crisis contexts, resulting 

in less than effective outcomes. As Turner (1994) points out, "pre-conceived 

emergency plans or procedures may be inappropriate to the situation, which could 

lead to an escalation in the event. Unlike a normal operational phase, flexibility and 

improvisation is required during the recovery phase.” 

Crisis management requires a different approach to information gathering, problem 

analysis, prioritisation and decision making than in normality, not the least because 

of the pace of events and the potentially destructive effect on people and the 

environment.  Leaders need to be trained to expect that underlying ways of 

operating may not be relevant or may disappear; to develop new visions; to 

reconstruct new coalitions of stakeholders; and to avoid key mistakes in terms of 
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communication and decisions.  Setting clear goals at the outset – a prerequisite of 

good decision-making – is made far more difficult in complex situations where there 

are multiple goals and “contradictory goals are the rule” (Dörner, 1996). 

Decision-making can also be adversely affected by factors operating in ‘t Hart’s 

revision of the Janis groupthink theory, referred to earlier in this chapter.  Because 

groupthink can lead to the group taking more risky decisions than it might have 

done if each group member had individually taken a course of action, the group may 

continue to be hyperactive in an unrealistic and risky way, or polarise in the other 

direction by remaining inactive in the face of serious dangers, and stay with that 

decision in order to justify themselves or to “make good on prior investments”.  

t’Hart refers to this as “entrapment”. 

 

Because crises usually develop at speed, decision-makers can be faced with 

conflicting or inaccurate information or even very little information at all.  They can 

even be in a situation where they have less information than the media under 

whose scrutiny they will inevitably be placed (Borodzicz, 2005).  This becomes 

especially significant when considering the training of crisis decision-makers, as 

they may not be able to apply conventional standard operating procedures under 

crisis conditions, and may have to respond in innovative and creative ways to deal 

effectively with the constantly shifting variables of a crisis. 

2.9  Training of crisis management teams and leaders 
Crises are "dynamic and chaotic processes, not discrete events sequenced neatly 

on a linear time scale" (Boin and 't Hart, 2003) and the different responsibilities 

arising require different preparation.  Executives with a crucial political role, crisis 

unit managers steering very complex systems with often unfamiliar and problematic 

effects, spokespersons, experts who have to offer judgements with incomplete 

information or resources, all need specific training above and beyond generic crisis 

management handling (Boin and Lagadec, 2000).  Leaders of crisis management 

teams need to be able to take a holistic view, embracing wider reputational and 
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organisational values and stakeholder imperatives rather than retreating to a more 

blinkered departmental approach (Davies, 2005). It is not just in commercial 

companies that too narrow a view might be taken – all functions and hierarchical 

levels in all organisations have hidden and overt agendas which might drive their 

prioritisation and decision-making. However, crisis leaders need to make decisions 

and adopt behaviour "that is counterintuitive or that goes above and beyond what 

might be mandated by the situation"(James and Wooten, 2005). 

 

High level managers must steer clear of the belief that they do not need to learn 

about crises and crisis management, shouldn't get involved in simulations nor get 

feedback from experience. Equally, when senior managers do engage in learning 

processes, employee involvement takes on a new dimension (Boin and Lagadec, 

2000). It has been noted earlier that culture plays a significant part in how an 

organisation views the importance of crisis management preparation. 

 

The importance of a blended approach which integrates creativity and flexibility with 

sound bedrock of crisis management skills should not be underestimated in 

structuring the training for effective crisis managers.  "Ill structured" or "difficult" 

crisis incidents need more adaptive or unconventional responses (Borodzicz, 2000) 

and incident management teams must be trained to be able to cope in an 

increasingly complex environment by becoming more adaptive, flexible, and 

versatile when making decisions (Crichton, Lauche et al., 2005).  

 

It is important to distinguish between training and exercising, however. For instance, 

in training leaders, it is important to be able to identify relevant competences (as 

has been seen earlier on in this literature review) which are precise and specific, 

which aren’t vague or abstract, and which are observable and demonstrable 

(Borodzicz and Van Haperen, 2002).   Although exercises will provide experiential 

training, they should not be seen as a substitute for giving people appropriate 
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knowledge, skills and awareness.  It is suggested that this is particularly crucial for 

leaders of crisis management teams, as without it, those leaders are likely to be set 

up to fail.  In an exercise, this is salutary – in the event of the real thing, the end 

result could be devastating. 

 

Paradoxically, "organizations with strong training cultures may have extreme 

difficulties adjusting to the open-ended nature of crisis management.  The need to 

establish correct actions and procedures … may blind (them) to the opportunities for 

unorthodox flexible treatments required in crisis" (Borodzicz and Van Haperen, 

2003). These authors cite Rosenthal (1996) and his concept of first order and 

second order techniques.  In the first order are emergency responses which can be 

drilled into players by relentless training and testing until performance achieves a 

criterion standard.   The second order is found at a higher level and responders 

have to blend or adapt a repertoire of available techniques in a creative way in order 

to deal with a crisis situation that could not have been foreseen” (italics added).  It is 

suggested that it is the unpredictability of complex and ill-formed crises which most 

requires Rosenthal’s second order techniques.  However, this has to be set against 

any organisational reluctance to move away from tried and trusted ways of 

operating.  Many organisations have ways of punishing those who do not conform, 

and in a critical incident, those who play the innovative and creative card and fail in 

the outcome will feel the full weight of the organisation’s displeasure, directly and 

indirectly. Post-incident inquiries and investigations demonstrate this most clearly.  

Even in simulations, "there is a danger that by allowing teams to be flexible and 

even to experiment in their response, the old blame culture could be brought back" 

(Borodzicz, 2004). 

 

The response to major incidents is typically undertaken by several different 

organisations. Multi-agency responses by their very nature carry their own 

challenges because of their different agendas, cultures and imperatives.  
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Emergency services are a case in point – their grouping implies erroneously that 

they operate in an identical fashion, and whilst there will be some common 

approaches, their difference of focus is significant and impacts on how they 

approach an incident and how success in incident management is evaluated.  

Whilst all will have a common objective of saving life, the slant of each service will 

be different.  For example, the police may prioritise public order and will also be 

involved in the gathering of evidence in what might be a crime scene, the fire and 

rescue services may focus on the management of hazardous phenomena and the 

rescue of people from dangerous situations, and the ambulance service on 

preserving life and giving medical care. Clearly, in a crisis, these approaches may 

conflict, and an obvious example is the case of a terrorist attack. The command 

focus also differs – in the fire and rescue services, the strategic leaders might visit 

the scene, whilst the same levels in the police are more likely to keep their distance 

from the incident. 

 

As “learning on the job” in crises is not the most feasible or effective foundation for 

crisis management training, it is to simulations that we must turn in order to provide 

a safe learning environment, as long as they are constructed and applied 

appropriately and with understanding. 

2.10 The role of simulations in crisis management training 
No matter how well versed nominated incident leaders and teams may be in the 

theory of crisis management, nothing that can substitute for actual experience of 

managing the response to a crisis. The main stumbling block is that major incidents 

which require the invocation of a multi-agency strategic response team are rare, ('t 

Hart, 1997) and the necessary exposure must be drawn from alternative sources.  

Many organisations use simulations to train for crisis events as part of the 

arrangements for business continuity and crisis response, and simulations are 

extremely effective as part of a learning package as long as they are designed and 

used appropriately  (Borodzicz, 2005). The purpose of a crisis simulation "should be 
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to both surface and test the core values, beliefs, and assumptions that 

organizational members have about the nature of their world" (Smith, 2004 ).  One 

such assumption may be an over optimistic view of an individual and organisational 

ability to cope, and if a scenario is well-designed, the predilection for participants to 

assume that resources are both instantly accessible and infinitely available will be 

fully tested.  Simulations will not of themselves be able to train people; it is the 

debriefs and focused, constructive feedback that facilitate learning (Borodzicz, 

2005). 

 

Hermann (1997) points out that it is possible to take in data and to gain insight into 

why strategies are effective or ineffective on a vicarious basis. However, she cites a 

study comparing learning tools, where it was found that the facts and concepts were 

better understood by case studies and lectures, while understanding and empathic 

knowledge emerged from the simulation (Robinson, Snyder et al.,1966). Borodzicz 

(2005) is less convinced that effectiveness can be easily measured against other 

types of training or even at all. Whether or not it is due to a potential inability to 

evaluate  simulated scenarios, many organisations do not recognise the benefits of 

simulating crisis events and real-time testing of contingency plans (Smith, 2004). 

 
There is no single immutable set of principles and rules for the design of an 

effective crisis simulation (Kleiboer, 1997). ‘t Hart (1997) maintains that exercises, 

which are both tough and systematically evaluated, can demonstrate where existing 

plans and manuals failed to work in practice, and can assist emergency planners in 

maintaining flexible, generic crisis response capability.  He points out that 

simulations don't need to be complicated and expensive to be effective, but they do 

need to be detailed and realistic, with clear objectives and which balance action and 

analysis.  The choice of methodology used may be dependent on the time and 

money available, rather than education or competency requirements, but 



Page 64 of 269  Katherine Devit t  – Doctoral thesis 
 Going for Gold  

simulations are important in demonstrating crisis preparedness to the wider public 

and media (Borodzicz, 2005).   

 

In exercising for response to major incidents, three main types of exercise exist: 

seminar, tabletop and live exercises (Home Office, 2003).  They generally test 

response organisation effectiveness and the application of procedures, but they are 

invariably single incident events which may act as the trigger for further events. 

They tend to focus more on strategic decision-making and are therefore limited in 

respect of their ability to promote the level of tactical response demanded in 

situations requiring immediate decisions(Crichton, Flin et al., 2000).  

 

A seminar, or discussion-based exercise, is intended to let participants know how 

the organisation will respond to an incident and what procedures it would use, and 

takes place against the background of a particular scenario or set of circumstances.  

Its emphasis is on problem identification and solution-finding rather than on 

decision-making, and can be used both for experienced and novice crisis team 

members and leaders as it raises awareness of current developments and thinking. 

 

Table top exercises are a form of role play, sometimes called “paper-flow” or “low 

fidelity” exercises, which concentrate more on the management functions, where 

the scenario incorporates interactive message feeds to the participants (Borodzicz, 

2005) who will get to know the people with whom they have to work in responding to 

an incident.  This is an important factor in effective management as “those who 

have worked together and know each other will provide a much more effective 

response than those who come together for the first time when an emergency 

occurs” (Home Office, 2003). 

 

Live exercises can range from a small scale test of one component of the response 

(such as the evacuation of a building) through to a full scale multi-agency test of the 
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whole response to an incident.  This end of the spectrum tends to be used by the 

emergency services, as well as in the context of a particular organisation or 

business, such as the nuclear industry. 

 

Although a regular programme of exercising does take place within the emergency 

services and associated organisations in the context of a major incident, this does 

not mean that all those agencies will commit appropriate personnel at the right level 

at the relevant frequency to participate in those exercises. The factors influencing 

organisational commitment will be discussed later in this thesis, though these 

include cost as well as the perception of the likelihood of such a major incident 

occurring.  Exercises which invoke a strategic multi-agency response are usually 

tabletop exercises which do not involve mock-ups of major incidents.  They are, 

however, still costly to run and may involve large numbers of personnel. 

2.11 Summary of the literature examined 
The importance of effective crisis leadership is not in doubt.  The effective crisis 

leader is pivotal in the successful resolution of any incident, though it is recognised 

that a leader cannot exist in isolation of his or her team.  Because of the many 

variables present in any incident, a leader can be successful in one context, and 

ineffective in another.  This has contributed to the challenges of identifying what 

does make an effective crisis leader, and in common with academic studies of 

leadership in other disciplines, the search for the right competencies is a difficult 

one.  It is clear, however, that it is not just a matter of possessing appropriate task 

skills, but balancing these with interpersonal relationship abilities.  The search for 

the "right stuff" has involved the use of psychometrics, but research thus far in this 

area has been inconclusive, although it is recognised that personal attributes are 

important in effective crisis leadership. 

 

The organisational culture from which the leader is drawn has been shown to be a 

key factor in how that leader operates, though individually, some people may be 
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more prone to rule breaking than adherence to standard operating procedures.  

When different agencies work together, the intermingling of differing cultures must 

also be taken into consideration, and an interpersonally skilled leader will take note 

of those challenges.  He or she will also be aware of the importance of group 

cohesion and focus in managing major incidents, and be alert to the possibility of 

groupthink and the impact of stress, both of themselves and their team. 

 

Organisational culture will also affect the willingness to undertake crisis 

preparedness and training, although in multi-agency major incident response, there 

is likely to be less resistance to the concept.  There may, however, be some 

practical roadblocks, such as straitened financial circumstances and resource 

implications.  The main emphasis in testing crisis preparedness is likely to be via 

the use of exercises using simulations, but they need to be robust and well-

designed, with good debriefing and feedback processes. 

The next chapters will focus on the methodology applied to this research on the 

strategic response to multi-agency major incidents, set out the background to the 

case studies which were used, and show the findings from the interviews carried out 

with leaders and members of multi-agency Gold groups.  A model of interwoven 

leadership for strategic-level response will be proposed, and a discussion of the 

interview and case study findings will be laid out. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 
 

Those are my principles, and if you don't like them... well, I have others. 

Groucho Marx 

In God we trust; all others bring data. 

W. Edwards Deming 

In this chapter, the framework used to approach this research will be described, 

including the purpose of the study, the research questions which arose from this, 

the techniques used to collect the data and how it was then analysed, and the 

sampling strategy utilised.  The choice of methodology, and its strengths and 

weaknesses will be explored. 

3.1  Purpose of the study and the research questions 
arising 

It has been highlighted earlier in this thesis that effective strategic leadership 

response to a major incident in a multi-agency context is severely under 

researched, despite this being identified as one of the most critical factors affecting 

crisis response (Flin and Arbuthnot, 2002).  It was also noted that although the 

context of the topic has not been extensively studied, leadership itself has been the 

focus of much research by scholars.  However, the changing contexts and causes 

of crises make it very difficult to elicit a consistent theory of effective leadership 

(Mitroff, Pearson et al., 1996; Pearson and Clair, 1998). 

 

The key questions that the research was intended to address were: 

1. What constitutes effective crisis response leadership in the context of a 

multi-agency strategic incident response, where there is a diversity of 

responders such as the Police, Fire and Rescue Service, several Health 

agencies, Local Authorities and other key government agencies 
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2. What  are the positive and negative factors might influence the effectiveness 

of leaders coordinating a strategic multi-agency response 

3. How might the organisational cultures of the individual agencies affect the 

multi-agency response 

4. What might the implications be on the training of multi-agency strategic 

leaders 

3.2  Choice of design and methodological strategy 
Because of the dearth of prior scholarly research in this area, it was felt appropriate 

to use an exploratory flexible design approach, qualitative in nature, which lends 

itself to an evolutionary unfolding as data are collected.  A fixed design would have 

been more suited to research with a tight pre-specification and a quantitative 

strategy (Robson, 2002) and therefore not apposite to this topic at this stage of 

research.  

 

A mix of qualitative strategies has been used in this research.  Primarily, an 

ethnographic approach has been used to collect data.  Ethnography can be “difficult 

to define because it is used in different ways in different disciplines with different 

traditions," (O'Reilly, 2005 p.1) but it has its origins in social and cultural 

anthropology where the researcher spends months and years fully immersing 

themselves in the culture of the group they wish to study. The founding father of 

ethnography is deemed to be Bronislaw Malinowski, whose seminal work 

“Argonauts of the Western Pacific”, published in 1922, was based on his immersion 

with Trobriand islanders. 

 

 An ethnographic approach is “very much a question of general style rather than of 

following specific prescriptions about procedure”, and tends to require a shorter 

period of immersion, supported by participant observation in order to gain an insider 

perspective. Participant observation involves learning about the culture under study, 

and interpreting it in the way members of that culture do (Gill and Johnson, 1997). . 
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A social constructivist slant has been employed, which appreciates the different 

constructions and meanings that people put on their experiences.  It is particularly 

pertinent for this research topic, as part of this study examines the way culture 

might affect effective leadership. An ethnographic approach is apposite when 

researching an area or field which is new or different (Robson, 2002 p.190) and is 

used in "...naturally occurring settings or 'fields' by means of methods which capture 

their social meanings and ordinary activities, involving the researcher participating 

directly in the setting..." (Brewer, 2000 p.10)  

 

The ethnographic approach taken here involved an extensive programme of in-

depth interviews with those who had been involved in either exercises with a major 

incident context, or who had been involved in real major incidents. This was 

purposeful sampling (Patton, 1990) where particular settings, people or events are 

specifically chosen for the information they can provide.  These interviews accessed 

the experience of senior Emergency Service officers and officials in key agencies 

who would contribute at a strategic level in a crisis.  Their perspectives were sought 

on what constitutes effectiveness in a strategic multi-agency crisis leader; what 

factors might impact effectiveness – positive or negative; how they view the roles of 

other participating agencies in the strategic team; and what training should be 

undertaken. This allowed a “thick description” to be elicited, explaining not just 

behaviours but the context in which the behaviours take place (Geertz, 1973 pp 5-6, 

9-10) cited in Robson (2002). Exercises which were intended to test responses to 

major incidents were also observed, and case studies of two major incidents were 

collected.  This allowed the data collected during interviews to be triangulated.  

 

Using an ethnographic approach was in tune with the exploratory nature of the 

research, and allowed for the evolution of theory as the interviews progressed. 

O’Reilly  (2005 p.27) refers to this as iterative-inductive research: iterative, because 

there is a sense of the investigation moving steadily forward and back, and 
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inductive because the researcher begins with an open mind and as few 

preconceptions as possible.  It is generally now recognised by ethnographers that it 

is impossible to have no preconceived ideas (O'Reilly, 2005) despite the initial 

presupposition of other qualitative scholars - such as in early grounded theory - for 

the need for researchers to act as tabula rasa.  However, as Fetterman (1998 

p.473) stresses, “the ethnographer enters the field with an open mind, not an empty 

head". 

In discussing the importance of an evolutionary approach in qualitative research, it 

may be relevant to describe the change of emphasis which developed during this 

research “journey”.  Initially, the research was to have examined whether the 

presence or absence of standard operating procedures in a crisis required different 

competencies of crisis team leaders at strategic, tactical and operational levels; how 

that might impact on selection and training of crisis team leaders; and what impact 

organisational culture had on selection, assessment and training.  In reviewing the 

literature, and considering the position of leader in the context of a major incident, 

the focus was narrowed to a strategic contextual aspect as it appeared that if this 

level was ineffective, it would create serious adverse effects at tactical and 

operational level.  It was recognised that in looking at leadership, those being led 

needed to be taken into consideration, and the culture from which they came. 

 

Although that framework became relatively stable throughout the interview process, 

I had only expected to act as an explorer in relatively unknown academic territory. 

As data emerged, the intention was to design a simulation to test the key themes 

emerging from the interview. However, as the interviews progressed, a tentative 

model of strategic incident response leadership was developed, which was tested 

out with interviewees both during the main interview stage, and subsequent to that 

stage.  The opinions of other key opinion holders were also sought, and the model 

was refined, facilitating the iterative-inductive approach earlier described.  The 

model and a discussion of the training implications are shown in Chapter 8 of this 
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thesis.  The model itself was successfully submitted for publication in a peer 

reviewed journal,(Devitt and Borodzicz, 2008) and aspects of it are being test-

bedded by a Constabulary which ran a major multi-agency strategic exercise in 

November 2008. 

3.3  Inherent problems in conducting research into major 
incidents 

Carrying out naturalistic research - that is, rooted in the natural setting of what is 

being described (McNeill, 1990) - on crisis is problematic, due to the context and 

ethical issues surrounding the way crises take place.  As has been identified in 

Chapter 1, ethical and financial reasons prevent experimentation on live subjects. 

True crises are still relatively rare, and their uniqueness prevents replication in an 

experiment. Using a methodology such as critical incident technique (Flanaghan, 

1954) - where an individual is debriefed after the occurrence of the crisis -  can be 

flawed with the wisdom of hindsight.  Reference to archive material will be affected 

perspective of the person(s) collecting it.  Post incident analysis is invariably 

conducted through the lens of criticism and “lessons learnt”.  

 

 Equally, a simulated crisis cannot be tested in reality (Robert and Lajtha, 2002), so 

simulations are often the only feasible way to analyse a person’s ability in a crisis 

situation (Kleiboer, 1997). One of the downsides of simulations is that performance 

may be linked with conformance; thus, they may only measure how someone 

performs in a simulation, and may not be a reliable indicator of how they will 

perform in a real crisis. 

 

There are other problems in researching the topic with the requisite academic 

rigour.   Most civil servants are reluctant to get involved in a process that might 

throw the gaps in their knowledge into stark relief, and may be wary of making 

career-jeopardising mistakes (Carrel, 2000). It is often difficult to secure the right 

level of subject access for the appropriate time, and with the rise of the litigious 
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society, organisations can sometimes be chary of allowing access to their internal 

workings at a time of vulnerability. Accessing organisational gatekeepers is 

essential to overcoming this issue and relationship building is key to this.  

Confidentiality and data anonymity are vital in overcoming participant resistance 

(Easterby-Smith, Thorpe et al., 2002). 

3.4  Selecting and accessing interviewees 
It was recognised at an early stage that this research would not be possible without 

gaining access to key opinion holders involved in strategic response to major 

incidents.  As described in Chapter 1, the multi-agency group which brings together 

the gold commanders from the relevant organisations at the strategic level is known 

as the Strategic Co-ordinating Group (SCG).  It is usually chaired by a senior police 

officer of Assistant Chief Constable rank or above and he or she is referred to as 

the Gold Co-ordinator or the SCG co-ordinator. 

 

Because the SCG co-ordinators form the leadership focus, and the majority of those 

are senior police officers, it was essential to gain access to a Constabulary or 

Constabularies who would facilitate access to appropriate interviewees.  At the time 

of commencing the research, I did not have direct access to organisational 

gatekeepers in the Police Service, but I did have contacts in a Fire and Rescue 

Service (FRS), for whom I had successfully carried out consultancy work. An initial 

informal approach was made to a different County FRS, who confirmed that they 

were happy to offer their support, and access to subjects for interview. This 

facilitated access to further key gatekeepers in the emergency services, and when a 

direct approach was made to a Constabulary to secure support for an interview 

programme, the degree of credibility established by the researcher contributed to 

significant assistance from the police. 

 

The two organisations which provided the majority of interviewees were sent a 

formal letter of agreement, acknowledging their support and reiterating the purpose 
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of the research.  An assurance was made that participation would be entirely 

voluntary, and that their responses would be held in confidence by myself and those 

members of the academic community directly concerned with the doctoral research.  

The confidentiality and anonymity criteria were reiterated verbally and in writing with 

each interviewee, as the intention was to digitally record each interview.  The name 

and contact details of my Director of Studies was also offered, so that bona fides 

could be established if the organisation thought it necessary.  The informed consent 

form and detailed letter are shown at Appendices 3 and 4.  A variant of the consent 

form was given when interviewing those who could clearly be linked to a particular 

incident such as the Buncefield fire or the Gloucestershire flooding.  This said “all 

reasonable effort will be made to anonymise your contribution, where possible”.   

 

It was thought to be appropriate to approach organisations and interviewees in this 

manner for several reasons.  First, it was important to do so from an ethical point of 

view, so that the research would not be based on questionable practices and would 

meet the ethical guidelines laid down by the University of Portsmouth.  Second, a 

formal approach to highly structured organisations like the Police Service or the Fire 

and Rescue Services would add credibility as well as clarity of expectations on both 

sides.  Third, anonymity and confidentiality assurance meant that interviewees were 

more willing to contribute their thoughts and feelings more freely.  Generally, data 

could be kept confidential and anonymous, but two interviewees were content to be 

named.  These were Assistant Chief Constable (ACC) Matthews, who co-ordinated 

the strategic response to the Gloucestershire floods in 2007; and Deputy Chief 

Constable (DCC) Parr, who as ACC, was the SCG co-ordinator for the response to 

the major fire at Buncefield oil storage depot in 2005.  It would have been 

impossible to allude to the strategic co-ordination of these highly significant 

incidents without naming the names of the SCG Co-ordinators.  As it was, these two 

interviewees were happy to be named directly, and both explained that their views 

were already well known in many quarters.  DCC Parr, who read one of the final 
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drafts of this thesis, did want to point out that he was aware he might be completely 

wrong in some of his views.  However, where his views could be compared with 

those of other interview participants, there was often agreement. 

 

Many interviewees and gatekeepers commented that the topic of this research was 

both timely and important, and this clearly contributed to the willingness to 

participate.  One Chief Fire Officer noted, “This is a valuable piece of work… it has 

not been well explored (so far) but it is an incredibly important area of public 

service.” 

 

Broadening contacts with the emergency services also resulted in invitations to 

attend an incident command seminar, visit the Fire Service College, the Cranfield 

Resilience Centre located within the UK Defence Academy, Shrivenham and the 

Kent Fire Service Training Centre; to attend and participate in the Strategic 

Management of Critical Incidents course run by the Metropolitan Police; to attend a 

key part of the Police Service Strategic Command Course; and to observe three 

major multi-agency exercises.  In order to become a participant observer in one of 

these exercises, it was necessary to receive specialised clearance, as its context 

was counter-terrorist in nature.  This clearance was facilitated by the Constabulary 

who provided the majority of police interviewees, and this would not have happened 

had credibility not been established by the researcher.  

 

The ability to access a wide network of contacts was extremely important not only in 

targeting interviewees, but also in ensuring a breadth of subjects.  As has been 

identified earlier in this chapter, it was not only the leaders (or co-ordinators) that 

bore study, but also those being led, and to that end interviewees were sought from 

representatives of organisations such as Health, the Ambulance Service, Fire and 

Rescue, and local authorities – the backbone of any multi-agency response.  As the 

interviews progressed, senior officers from other areas were approached for 
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interview, and the way was paved by identifying influential gatekeepers who were 

already involved.  It was also helpful that I had personal experience as a consultant 

with several of the organisations involved, and that I had military experience which 

allowed me to build some fast bridges in relationships.  However, I am also aware 

that this has a downside – the potential to “go native.” 

3.5  Disadvantages and challenges in carrying out 
qualitative research 

There are several disadvantages in using qualitative methodology. The first 

concerns the length of time needed to understand and interpret the culture and 

social structure of the group being studied. The second difficulty in carrying out an 

ethnographic study is the temptation of a researcher to “go native” - referred to in 

the previous section.  Through immersion into the culture being studied, the 

researcher overidentifies with their research subjects to such an extent that the 

researcher loses objectivity. Third, the impact of the researcher on the research 

group (Gill and Johnson, 1997; Robson, 2002) must also be examined, for the 

willingness of the interview subjects to offer their opinions may also tip over into 

saying what they think the researcher wants to hear. It is also possible that as part 

of the research focused on the observation of exercises, the people who were being 

observed might be displaying the Hawthorne effect, and behaving differently 

because they knew they were being observed.  Fourth, a researcher will start with 

their own interests, past experience, characteristics, biases and values – known as 

reflexivity. This will affect not only the research topic, but the research questions 

posed and the interpretation of the data. For this reason, some use is made during 

this part of the thesis of the first person singular – I am the lens through which the 

data is viewed. 

 

In this research, my intention is to make explicit the process by which the material 

and analysis are produced, respect the different meanings brought to the research 

by myself and my research subjects and recognise that we collaborate in the 
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research (Horwood, 2006). It is important to recognise that researchers are likely to 

have preconceptions, and that these should be rigorously examined to ensure that 

they do not confound good research.  The presence of multiple realities must be 

acknowledged, scholars must be prepared to recognise contrary findings to any 

favourite theories they hold ab initio, as well as those developed during the 

investigation itself.  

 

This allows other scholars who may scrutinise the research to test its validity.  

Validity might be defined as being accurate or true.  However, there are multiple 

realities even in the perspectives of validity. Easterby-Smith, Thorpe et al. (2002 

p.53) highlight three different perspectives depending on the philosophical viewpoint 

being adopted.  A positivist might ask, “Do the measures correspond closely to 

reality?”  A relativist might be interested to know whether a sufficient number of 

perspectives had been included.  A constructionist might want to know whether the 

study clearly gained access to the experience of those in the research setting. 

 

 An ethnographic approach can be criticised for being less structured than 

positivistic research methodologies, and consequently less easily replicated (Gill 

and Johnson, 1997).  The narrative style of ethnography might seem less valid to 

those used to a quantitative approach, but its benefits lie in “being able to allow 

others to understand the culture from the inside in terms that participants 

themselves used to describe what is going on” (Robson, 2002 p.186). 

 

Strategies may be employed in order to attempt to offset some of these 

disadvantages. For example, reflexivity may be used to identify areas of potential 

researcher bias (Ahern, 1999).  Other suggestions are that a researcher may make 

themselves more consciously aware of areas where they may be subjective; 

recognise where they may be less than neutral; stand back and question whether 

they are “going native”; use additional forms of data collection; and remember that 
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even if preconceptions and biases are recognised, they are not always easily 

renounced (Robson, 2002).  

 

I have attempted to play ‘devil’s advocate’, using negative case analysis and 

identifying where there might be instances that disconfirm my theories, and have 

reviewed my thinking on a continuous basis as interviews generated new data.  For 

example, I had initially thought that task skills and interpersonal proficiency would 

prove to be the principal pillars supporting Gold leader effectiveness.  On analysing 

the data, I was surprised to find that there was a significant element which I 

classified as personal attributes, and which appeared to be fundamental in the 

model of interwoven leadership which later emerged.  I was also aware that 

cognitive bias must be taken into consideration.   Interviewees were being asked to 

recall examples of major incidents, either in the context of exercises or as real 

incidents.  There is a possibility that their recall was influenced by choice-supportive 

bias – remembering their own choices as better than they actually were; 

confirmation bias – interpreting information in a way that confirmed their 

preconceptions; and selective memory – selectively remembering an incident in a 

particular way. It is also recognised that these cognitive biases could be equally 

directed at the researcher.  However, it is argued that all description is selective 

(Yin, 1998). 

I have attempted to offset some of these difficulties by the triangulation of data - 

multiple sources of information - using case studies and exercise observation, and 

utilised my Director of Studies to highlight where I might be going native.  The 

selection of interviewees was deliberately broad, and the model of interwoven 

leadership which emerged was also road tested on people who were not part of the 

interviewee process as well as those who were. A field diary has been kept from the 

outset of my research activity, detailing meetings with key participants, attendance 

at exercises and other similar events, supervision meetings with my Director of 
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Studies, and observations and insights arising.  This has helped to capture 

reflexivity more effectively.  

 

It was a deliberate decision to record all interviews, so that the accuracy of the data 

collected was robust. There appeared to be no adverse reaction from the 

interviewees about the use of a digital recorder.  Only one person requested that it 

be turned off for a very short period of time whilst they offered a certain view, but in 

any case, this did not turn out to be of relevance to the research. Despite the 

recorder always being placed in plain view, and tested with the interviewee to 

ensure that it was recording properly, I did wonder if people were forgetting that the 

recorder was turned on, judging by some of the frank views expressed. I was a little 

surprised about this, as I had expected police officers to be more wary of the use of 

recorders, given that they use these devices to interview suspects, and the data 

obtained can be submitted in a court of law.   Some interviewees did say that their 

frank views were well known and had been expressed elsewhere.  I also believe 

that I was able to build a good working relationship very quickly, which established a 

degree of trust. 

 

However, it was also important to ensure that the interpretation of this recorded data 

was sound. In order to diminish misinterpretation of data, I have used member 

checking, where I have returned to some respondents to cross check that I have not 

misinterpreted the data they gave me.  I have also sought feedback on the 

interwoven leadership model which emerged as a result of the interviews, and had a 

very positive response.    

3.6  Case study approach 
Reference has been made to a case study approach, and it is relevant to go into 

more detail about what this is. Yin (2003) asserts that case studies are the preferred 

strategy when ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions are being addressed, when the researcher 

has little control over events, and when the focus is on a contemporary 
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phenomenon with some real-life context.  Strategy can be defined as a stance or 

approach, as opposed to a method, such as observation or the carrying out of 

interviews.  The phenomenon in the context arises where there is no clear dividing 

line between a fact or occurrence that can be observed, and the context in which it 

takes place. As Yin avers, “A strong advantage of the case study method … is its 

ability to deal with contextual conditions, and the reality of many social phenomena 

is that phenomenon and context are indeed not precisely distinguishable” (Yin, 

1998). This scholar stresses the importance of diverse sources of evidence to 

support a case study, including documentation and archival records, interviews, 

direct observation and participant observation.  Further, he underlines that this 

evidence must be subject to triangulation.  The units of analysis in this research are 

the data from the individuals interviewed, as well as the exercises observed and 

documents examined.   The context was that in which two SCG co-ordinators led 

real incidents.   

 

Even though the case study is deemed to be a particular type of approach within the 

stable of flexible research designs, there is an argument to be made that all 

enquiries are case studies in that they take place at particular times in particular 

places with particular people, and that utilising more than one method of data 

collection can improve many flexible design studies (Robson, 2002).  However, 

some scholars believe that a case study approach is too procedural, and seeks to 

establish ‘the facts’ of a particular case and then applies a scientific experimental 

approach using replication logic, as opposed to an ethnographic approach which 

interweaves data collection and theory building (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe et al., 

2002).  In this research, the main approach is indeed ethnographic, with case 

studies being used to triangulate the data emerging from the ethnographic 

approach. 
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3.7  Qualitative methods used in this research 
The predominant method used in this research was the interview.  Because the 

subject of this thesis is academically under-researched, a structured interview was 

avoided so as to allow more flexibility of response on behalf of the interviewee, and 

also to allow the researcher to pursue new topics of interest as they arose. A face to 

face, one to one approach was used in order to preserve anonymity and 

confidentiality; it was thought that this would be achieved more credibly than if the 

interview had been conducted by phone.  This approach also helped to access non-

verbal communication.. “Non-verbal cues may give messages which help in 

understanding the verbal response, possibly changing or even, in extreme cases, 

reversing its meaning” (Robson, 2002 p. 273). Observing their body language 

facilitated the elucidation of tentative points of view, uncovering potential conflicts of 

information as well as concerns about confidentiality.  It is recognised that this 

contributes to a lack of standardisation and has a potential for bias as highlighted 

earlier in this chapter.  However, the rich data which such an interview provides has 

contributed significantly to this research. 

 

 A semi-structured questionnaire was designed (see Appendix 2) which had 

predetermined open questions, but allowed for these questions to be modified 

slightly or asked in a different order, and additional questions to be posed where 

relevant. Sometimes, not all the questions were asked because of lack of relevance 

to the interviewee, and sometimes because of time constraints.  However, some 

questions were always asked, and were those perceived to be at the core of the 

research.  These included the questions on experience of Gold command; the 

attributes of effective and ineffective leaders; positive and negative factors 

influencing the effectiveness of a SCG co-ordinator; and where Gold leader training 

should be focused. Some interviewees were better placed to answer these 

questions in depth, or were able to raise issues not previously considered by the 

researcher, such as the importance of personal attributes in a SCG co-ordinator.   
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The questions were deliberately constructed to be open, in order to create as much 

depth as possible in the responses, and to encourage rapport. It was important to 

ensure that a balance was kept between allowing the interviewee to have a free 

hand in the content and manner of their reply, and keeping control of the interview.  

It is recognised that the data from open questions is harder to analyse than those 

from closed questions, but given the exploratory nature of the design, an open 

question approach seemed to be more appropriate.  Probes were used in the 

interviews to encourage interviewees to expand on their answers, and prompts 

were used to suggest a range of possible response areas where relevant.  A note of 

these is made in the questionnaire at Appendix 2. 

 

A particular disadvantage of carrying out interviews is their time-consuming nature.  

Interviewees were usually generous with their time (a testament to the importance 

they laid on the topic) and each interview generally took up to two hours, and 

sometimes more.  This latter was not because of failure to keep to schedule on 

behalf of the researcher, but more about the interest displayed by the interviewee.  

It was not only the interviews themselves which were time-consuming, but also the 

arrangements surrounding them, as well as transcription of the data and the 

subsequent analysis. 

Observational methods were also employed. Observation is “commonly used in an 

exploratory phase, typically in an unstructured form, to seek to find out what is going 

on in a situation as a precursor to subsequent testing out of the insights obtained” 

(Robson, 2002).  Robson also says that observation is used as a “supplementary 

method to collect data that may complement or set in perspective data obtained by 

other methods.” The methodological approach to this thesis is exploratory, and 

observation has been used to triangulate data gained from extensive in depth 

interviews. Two major multi-agency exercises were observed, as well as an 

extended series of connected counter-terrorist exercises, and these are explored 

further in Chapter 4.  The observational method used was informal in nature, and 
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intentionally unobtrusive yet explicit. All participants in the room were aware that the 

author was a researcher and the purpose of the research was outlined at 

appropriate times.  Clarification was sought on strategy and decisions with the SCG 

co-ordinator and participating agencies.  As part of the agreement struck with the 

participating organisation, feedback was requested from the researcher on the 

dynamics of the Gold group and this was provided. Also, the relationship with this 

organisation has continued with the use of elements of the interwoven leadership 

model being applied to assessment of the Gold team in one of the major multi-

agency exercises.  It could be argued, therefore, that the observation was more in 

the nature of participant observation. 

 

Participant observation has its roots in anthropological research, where a key 

element involves living within societies or tribes in far away places and attempting to 

understand the customs and practices of these strange cultures ((Easterby-Smith, 

Thorpe et al., 2001; Easterby-Smith, Thorpe et al., 2002). The observer also has to 

establish some role within the group (Robson, 2002).  Although this has the 

potential to skew research when viewed from a traditional quantitative perspective, 

it does contribute to a Weberian interpretivist understanding of ‘verstehen’, where to 

make sense of what is being observed, there is a need to interpret what the action 

means for the actor and to understand his or her intentions. 

 

Documents were also used to confirm the context and detail of the two major 

incidents used as case studies.  These included official enquiries and a scrutiny 

investigation undertaken by Gloucestershire County Council. 

3.8  Data analysis 
Robson (2002) cites Wolcott (1994) in suggesting a three step process in analysing 

and transforming data in an ethnographic study. This consists of description of the 

culture-sharing group; analysis of themes of the culture; and interpretation.  The 

nature of qualitative data is invariably described as voluminous, unstructured and 



Page 83 of 269  Katherine Devit t  – Doctoral thesis 
 Going for Gold  

unwieldy (Bryman and Burgess, 1994) and to operationalise analysis, the 

researcher must familiarise themselves with a considerable amount of complex data 

in order to make sense of it.  Categories must then be developed, and these may be 

derived from a number of sources including ideas raised by previous scholars, or 

from the researcher’s prior experience.  They may also come from the interaction 

with the data and the participants in the research, an approach used in grounded 

theory, where theory is grounded in data obtained from the research.  As the 

iterative process of data collection and analysis continues, research questions are 

developed and clarified, and there is a shift from the initial drive to describe events 

and processes to the interpretation itself.  In carrying out these tasks, patterns of 

thought, action and behaviour are uncovered and key events noted.  This allows for 

the final crystallisation of the study.  As O’Reilly (2005) avers, “One of the beauties 

of ethnographic research is that as you learn you ask more questions and as you 

ask more questions you learn different things that send you off in different 

directions.  The key is to be flexible.”   

 

Data collection continues into the data analysis stage, for as the data is sorted and 

contextualised, new insights will arise which may trigger further investigation.  

Themes can be linked which previously did not seem to be connected. Easterby-

Smith et al (2002) point out that when a researcher is conducting their study from a 

social constructionist perspective “they will attempt as far as possible not to draw a 

distinction between the collection of data and its analysis and interpretation.”   In 

this research, the approach of continuing data analysis during data collection was 

followed, partly to make the quantity of data manageable by summarising, and 

partly to continuously refine the direction of my research.  The initial intention of the 

research was to understand what made SCG co-ordinators effective, not to 

construct a model of effectiveness, and yet the data gathered from interviewees 

triggered the design of such a model.  The initial idea was then shared with 

interviewees to gain feedback on its face validity and to develop the model further. 
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It can be seen that a significant amount of data will be collected in using such an 

ethnographic approach, augmented by field notes, casual unrecorded 

conversations, flashes of insight, memories, and serendipitous discoveries. Sense-

making is carried out continuously, and as notes are made and interviews 

transcribed, patterns begin to be generated, tested, discarded or refined. Ideas 

arising from one interview may trigger further investigation in another area not 

previously identified as being important.  As the research for this thesis developed, 

it could be likened to selecting a random thread to pull out of a complex and multi-

coloured tapestry.  As that thread is pulled and examined, it is found to be tied to 

another unanticipated thread which then needs to be followed through.  For 

example, carrying out interviews with senior police officers led to the suggestion that 

I contact and interview ACC Matthews and DCC Parr, who were known to have 

been SCG co-ordinators for very challenging incidents, the Gloucestershire floods 

of 2007 and the Buncefield oil storage depot fire of 2005.  These interviews led to 

useful comparisons between responses to real incidents and responses in exercise 

scenarios. 

 

The main categorising strategy in qualitative research is coding and differs from 

quantitative coding in that it seeks to deconstruct the data and rearrange it in 

categories that facilitate comparison between things in the same category and 

between categories (Maxwell, 1998).  In doing this, however, it is important not to 

lose sight of the original context of the data.  The sheer quantity of data gathered 

during the research lent itself to the use of Computer Assisted Qualitative Data 

Analysis Software (CAQDAS).  Data arising from interviews was initially entered into 

a program called Ideaspace™, where a source profile was created for each 

interviewee.  From this, a pool of ideas was created which could be further sorted 

into categories and ultimately into themes.   
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In order to make better connections between categories and themes, the data was 

then transferred into the Atlas ti™ program, which as a code-based theory builder, 

uses hypertext to create visual maps of connecting categories. Hypertext works on 

the same basis as the use of the internet, where clicking on one piece of data leads 

one to another connected area.  Unlike a purely “cut and paste” approach, the data 

could be quickly and easily related to the context in which it was placed. Several 

passes were made at coding the data before arriving at a detailed coding schema 

which adequately represented the key themes in this thesis, allowing for the 

creation of code and quotation families which could then be networked. For 

example, quotations (data from interviewees) could be sorted and linked to a code 

on ethics.  Ethics became a subset of personal attributes of a SCG leader, and 

those attributes formed part of a theory of interwoven leadership. This coding 

hierarchy could then be filtered by interview role, such as local authority role holder, 

or rank (Assistant Chief Constable).  A network could be created where codes, for 

example, could be displayed relationally, showing associations, impacts, and 

problems and then linked with memos and comments.  It can be seen that there are 

many elements of grounded theory in this approach, but there is no substitute for 

imagination, as Okely avers in Bryman and Burgess (1994). 

 

 There are both pros and cons to using CAQDAS.  The advantages are that they 

provide an organised single location storage system for stored material, providing 

easy and quick access to it; they can handle large amounts of data very quickly; 

they impose detailed consideration of all text in the database, usually on a line by 

line basis, thus ensuring the researcher has in depth familiarisation with the data; 

and they assist in the development of consistent coding schemes.  The 

disadvantages are that it takes time to become proficient with the program; and 

there may be difficulties in changing (or a reluctance to change) categories of 

information once established (Robson, 2002).   Some scholars are concerned that 

using CAQDAS distances researchers from their data because it may make them 
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dependent on connections that the program makes (O’Reilly, 2005). It is argued that 

in this research, the reverse is true, though this is probably because the program 

was used to cross check insights and connections I was making from the outset of 

the data collection.  It helped in uncovering the patterns of thought and behaviour so 

essential to ethnography as a form of ethnographic reliability (Fetterman, 1998).  

This scholar thinks of the search for patterns as a form of analysis, where the 

ethnographer draws out an identifiable behaviour from a mass of undifferentiated 

ideas and behaviours, allowing exceptions to emerge as well as clarifying meaning, 

and comparing this pattern to others that materialise.   

 

It is recognised that CAQDAS helps to sort the data and not to analyse it, as the 

researcher must decide the codes and categories, as well as how the data fits into 

them.  I decided what questions to ask interviewees, and what was considered to be 

significant in the data collected. Personal preferences and idiosyncrasies will enter 

into the process of code generation (Turner, 1994).  “Your data are not real things; 

they are the best record you could collect of what you saw and heard, with 

relevance to the topic you were interested in.  This does not mean your data are 

invalid… it merely means that you are inextricably linked to your data at every stage 

of the process…” (O'Reilly, 2005) 

3.9 Deepening ethnographic research  
In addressing the key questions outlined in section 3.1 earlier in this chapter, the 

principal method of obtaining data was the programme of interviews with 34 people 

who were either Gold co-ordinators or who were members of the Gold team.  These 

individuals had experience of real major incidents or had participated in exercises 

with a major incident context at strategic level. Not only did these interviewees 

contribute perspectives on what constituted effective strategic crisis response 

leadership and identify what they perceived to be positive and negative factors 

influencing effectiveness, they also provided invaluable contacts and experiences 
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for this researcher.  This facilitated depth of research understanding and enhanced 

the breadth of fieldwork data which was subsequently gathered. 

 

The substantial field diary kept throughout the course of the research shows how 

the ethnography developed and became richer.  Apart from key interviewees, there 

was a significant amount of other individuals who were canvassed for their 

perspectives.  For example, a contact from Somerset Fire and Rescue Service 

(FRS), knowing of my research topic, sent me a flyer on an Incident Command 

Seminar at which I met contacts from the Fire Service College and a an officer from 

Kent FRS who was Head of the Command, Leadership and Performance 

Management Faculty.  This faculty trains officers from other Brigades as well as 

within Kent. 

 

 As a result I visited both organisations:  from the former, was able to get a better 

understanding of the Integrated Personal Development System (IPDS) operating in 

FRSs across the UK, and views on command failure and rule-breaking; at the latter, 

I observed a Level 4 Incident Command Management course for Area and Principal 

managers.  I was able to ask the course members about their experiences of 

complex, ill-formed incidents, as well as the skills and abilities required to deal with 

them at strategic level. This gave good background information in designing my 

interview approach. 

 

Another example arose from interviewing ACCs at a particular Constabulary.  They 

were able to provide “bona fides” to ACC Matthews and DCC Parr, both of whom 

had co-ordinated significant crises at multi-agency Gold level, and facilitated 

comparisons and contrasts between experiences of exercises and real events.  One 

ACC was asked to be a facilitator at a Strategic Command Course at Bramshill 

Police College. He invited me to attend during a day when his syndicate was 

practising their strategic crisis response skills.  I was invited to describe the tentative 
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model which later became the TIPS (Interwoven Leadership) model described in 

Chapter 7.  This was very well received, to the extent that in the plenary debrief 

where each syndicate was asked to flag up a learning point, they nominated me to 

present the model.  Some members of the syndicate asked that I should keep in 

contact with them as the research progressed, and I have included some of their 

comments in this research. 

 

Being able to establish credibility with interviewees in one Constabulary meant that I 

was sponsored for security clearance to attend exercises which had a counter-

terrorist context, thus expanding access to data which would otherwise have been 

denied to me. 

 

The large quantity of data acquired had both benefits and challenges.  The positives 

were the richness and variety of perspectives from those who are at the heart of 

strategic crisis response, which enabled a better understanding of the factors 

contributing to effective leadership.  The downsides were transcribing these 

perspectives, which took a considerable amount of time, and organising the data in 

a coherent fashion which permitted identification of patterns of thoughts and 

behaviours.  This, too, took a considerable amount of time, as it also involved 

triangulating the raw data via documents, case studies, observed exercises and 

comparing interviewee responses.  Gaps in my understanding whilst writing the 

thesis resulted in flurries of e-mails to key contacts, and to a final interview just prior 

to completion of this thesis with a senior FRS officer who was able to contribute 

very up to date information on the review of the Civil Contingencies Act, 2004. 

 

In summary, the exploratory nature of this research invited an ethnographic 

methodology with a social contructivist slant.  The choice of design was predicated 

on a flexible qualitative tradition, where lively curiosity drove the investigation, and 

an inductive-iterative approach intertwined data collection with analysis and theory 
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building.  Although the approach was ethnogenic, it was designed to be clearly 

focused on the primary aim of the research, which was to understand the 

effectiveness of the leaders of strategic multi-agency response teams in containing 

major incidents. 

 

 The pitfalls of the ethnographic methodology were recognised, including potential 

loss of objectivity, the impact of the researcher on the subjects of the research and 

reflexivity, all of which might negatively impact the validity of the research.  To offset 

these, triangulation of data have been utilised, negative case analysis invoked, and 

checks and balances on misinterpretation of data have been invoked. 

 

Triangulation in this research was carried out using case studies of two recent major 

incidents, the observation of several multi-agency exercises, and thirty four 

interviews with key individuals involved with, or participating in, strategic level 

response to major incidents. As will pertain throughout this thesis, it is the initial 

response stage which will be examined as opposed to the recovery stage. “Gold 

group” and “Strategic Co-ordination group” (SCG) are used interchangeably. 

 

Individual comments arising from interviews with those involved in the major 

incident case studies have been embedded in Chapters 5, 6 and 7.  In Chapter 4, a 

description of the major incident case studies will be given, as well as the exercises 

observed by the author.  In the main discussion chapter, Chapter 8, the threads of 

the case studies, exercises and interviews will be drawn together. 
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CHAPTER 4 

CASE STUDIES 
 

“Experience: that most brutal of teachers. But you learn, my God do you learn.” 

CS Lewis 

“Be brave. Take risks. Nothing can substitute experience.” 

Paul Coelho 

In this chapter, the background to two major incident case studies is outlined.  

These were characterised by their complexity, and the significance of their impact 

nationally (and internationally in the case of Buncefield) as well as locally. Multi-

agency exercises attended by the author are then described.  The information 

drawn from both the case studies and the exercises were used to compare and 

contrast with data emerging from research interviews. 

4.1  Major incident case studies 
4.1.1 Flooding in Gloucestershire 2007 

The floods that struck much of the country during June and July 2007 were 

extreme, affecting hundreds of thousands of people in England and Wales. It was 

the most serious inland flood since 1947.  Thirteen people lost their lives, 

approximately 48,000 households and nearly 7,300 businesses were flooded and 

billions of pounds of damage were caused. In Yorkshire and Humberside, the Fire 

and Rescue Service launched the “biggest rescue effort in peacetime Britain”. 

Across Gloucestershire, 350,000 people were left without mains water supply – this 

was the most significant loss of essential services since the Second World War. 

Other critical infrastructure was damaged and essential services including power 

supplies, transport links and telecommunications were disrupted (Pitt, 2007). 

 

The risk of flooding in summer months is normally substantially lower than in other 

seasons due to the prevailing dry soil conditions; however, the summer of 2007 was 

a notable exception to this rule. Record levels of rainfall in late spring and early 
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summer led to widespread flooding in June, most notably in South Yorkshire and 

Humberside, but also in pockets within Gloucestershire, including significant 

flooding in Longlevens in Gloucester. These conditions meant that by early July, 

soils were close to their wettest on record across much of England.  Exceptionally 

heavy and persistent rain fell over central and Southern England on 20th July 2007. 

In that one day, Gloucester received one and a half times the average monthly 

rainfall for July. Upstream at Worcestershire on the River Severn, and at Evesham 

on the River Avon, the equivalent of two months’ rain occurred in a day.  This initial 

heavy rainfall caused minor rivers to burst their banks and overwhelmed many 

urban drainage systems producing localised and severe flash flooding. Further 

flooding occurred from the Rivers Avon, Severn, and Churn in the following days, 

with some properties experiencing flooding twice over the weekend, initially from 

flash flooding and then later from rising river levels. In total approximately 4000 

homes, and over 500 businesses, were flooded in July.  

 

On Sunday 22nd July, the Mythe Water Treatment Works in Tewkesbury - operated 

by Severn Trent Water - was flooded, leaving 350,000 people in Gloucestershire 

without water. On Monday 23rd July, Castlemeads electricity sub-station - operated 

by Central Networks - was shut down due to surge water, leaving 42,000 without 

power. The sub-station was not fully restored until 24 hours later. The Walham 

electricity sub-station was also at high risk of flooding, which would have left the 

whole of Gloucestershire, and part of Wales and Herefordshire without power. Only 

a concerted effort involving the Fire and Rescue Service, the military, the 

Environment Agency, and National Grid prevented the loss of this sub-station 

(Gloucestershire County Council, Gloucestershire County Council, 2007).  The 

incident has been described as the largest peace time emergency the UK has 

experienced in terms of effect, complexity and duration. This included the loss of 

utilities and the impact both in reality and potentiality of key strategic infrastructure 

loss. 
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Gloucestershire Constabulary initiated Gold at 18:00 hours on Friday 20th July as 

Operation Outlook.  The Gold Commanders were under the direction and control of 

the Chief Constable, who was in overall command of the operation. For clarity, this 

role was formalised as ‘Platinum’ Command. In this role the Chief Constable 

chaired the multi-agency press conferences and dealt with the Civil Contingencies 

Committee at COBR. Gloucestershire Constabulary provided the facilities for the 

Strategic Co-ordinating Centre (SCC) at the purpose built police headquarters at 

Waterwells, ensuring partner agencies were accommodated and provided with 

necessary facilities (Gloucestershire County Council, 2007).  Gloucestershire 

Constabulary’s responsibilities during the response phase ended on the 6th August 

2007 with a formal hand over to the County Council who assumed responsibility for 

the recovery phase of the operation. 

 

As part of the research for this thesis, two officers from the Gloucestershire 

Constabulary were interviewed, one of whom was Assistant Chief Constable (ACC) 

Mick Matthews, who was the “day” SCG co-ordinator of the strategic incident 

response.  He took over the incident on Saturday 21st

 

 July, the first morning after 

the downpour, and ran with it for an average of 14 hours per day for two continuous 

weeks.  During that time, as can be noted in the foregoing paragraph, he was in 

effect doing two jobs: acting as SCG co-ordinator for the multi-agency Gold group, 

and acting as Gold Commander for the Constabulary, because there was still a 

requirement to respond to normal police issues.  The objectives included an urgent 

need to give reassurance and to make sure that there was a high visibility of police 

officers on the streets, that evacuated homes were secure, and that there was 

effective water distribution.  Two days later, there was a murder which also needed 

an investigation. 

His focus for the first twenty four hours was on dealing with the flooding and its 

implications on the population, but there were many different priorities during this 
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time.  For example, there was a recognition of the rise in water levels in Gloucester 

docks; there was a threat to the prison located there and liaison was taking place 

with the Home office on prison evacuation; six hundred houses needed to be 

evacuated and many people did not wish to leave their homes; and rest centres had 

to be set up.  In the middle of this scenario, the Fire and Rescue Chief Officer gave 

notification of a chemical spillage right in the heart of the docks.  This was 

connected to the rise in water levels because water had accessed a chemical tank 

in the docks, which then affected the scenario.  There was much debate at SCG on 

the implications for planning, change of priorities, risk to people and staff in the 

area.  This was such a complex situation that at one point ACC Matthews said 

"Somebody tell me this is an exercise."  The SCG media strategy was to co-

ordinate media interest and response; explain the actions of responding agencies; 

provide messages of reassurance and safety; and to respond to criticism and 

inaccurate reporting. 

 

After the incident, Gloucestershire County Council held a Scrutiny Inquiry focusing 

on how the emergency services, councils and utility companies dealt with the 

flooding and water emergencies in the county during June and July. This inquiry 

gathered evidence before producing a report into the causes of the emergency, 

recommending actions that would help prevent a reoccurrence. The results were 

also fed into the national flood inquiries.  ACC Matthews attended this inquiry to 

give evidence, and was asked why the Police were still leading the response after 

the first 24 hours.  The criterion laid down by the police for hand-over to the local 

authorities was that people had drinkable water accessible through their taps.  On 

6th August, water coming through the taps could be drunk if boiled. This was the 

date of the handover to those leading the recovery phase. On 7th August the 

Drinking Water Inspectorate via Southern Trent Water certified that tap water was 

now suitable for drinking. 
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4.1.2 Fire at the Buncefield oil storage depot 2005 

In the early hours of Sunday 11th December 2005, a number of explosions occurred 

at Buncefield Oil Storage Depot, Hemel Hempstead, Hertfordshire.  The depot is 

close to the M1 and M10 motorways and it supplies fuel by road tanker to the 

southeast of England and by pipeline to Heathrow, the largest airport in Europe.  

The Buncefield facility had been the UK's fifth largest fuel storage depot, owned by 

Texaco, British Petroleum, Hertfordshire Oil Storage Ltd and the British Pipeline 

Association. It was also used by Total. On site were 22 fuel tanks containing 100 

million litres of fuel. Petrol, diesel fuel and jet fuel-A were stored on site and were 

received by pipeline from the northeast and northwest of England and from the 

County of Essex. When the depot was fully operational, some 400 road tanker 

deliveries of fuel a day started at Buncefield. Moreover, jet fuel was pumped from 

the site along a pipeline to Heathrow Airport, which received 41 per cent of its daily 

fuel supplies (21 million litres) from the site. 

 

At least one of the initial explosions was of massive proportions and there was a 

large fire, which engulfed a high proportion of the site. Some 3500 people were 

involved in the incident, with two thousand people evacuated from their homes and 

sixty members of the public needing medical aid. The fortunate lack of fatalities is 

due to the timing of the incident – had it taken place during the working week, there 

might have been devastating consequences in terms of loss of life.  Explosion 

damage was recorded over a 3 km radius around the site, including to both 

commercial and residential properties in the vicinity, and a large area around the 

site was evacuated on emergency service advice. The M1 and M10 motorways 

were closed for twelve hours, mainly because of the risk of explosions, but also to 

facilitate access and assembly for emergency vehicles. The fire burned for several 

days, destroying most of the site and emitting large clouds of black smoke into the 

atmosphere.  An extensive plume of smoke from the burning fuel dispersed over 

southern England and beyond.  Atmospheric effects extended as far as the 
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Netherlands and France. The smoke plume entered the stratosphere and reached 

northern France within 48 hours and was also clearly identified in satellite images. It 

was the largest fire in Europe since 1945.  At 0900 on 11th December, the SCG 

was convened, chaired by Hertfordshire Police 

 

Three interviewees participated in the SCG response to this incident, one of whom 

was the main SCG co-ordinator, ACC (now DCC) Parr.   He confirmed that there 

was a strategy for dealing with Buncefield ready for the first SCG command 

meeting, which had been written for the exercise testing the Buncefield emergency 

response plans.  He observed that it was fit for purpose in terms of minimising 

damage, investigating what happened, and looking after the people who were likely 

to be involved.   However, it was his view that these strategies were not enough and 

that clear goals also needed to be set.  For him, there were three clear objectives: 

that no further people should get hurt; that the cause of the explosions should be 

identified, and if possible, prevented from reoccurring elsewhere; and that the 

people who were most affected would know that their welfare was important to the 

people who were responding to the incident. 

 

There were some major challenges arising from the application of these objectives, 

especially given the international and national spotlight shining on the handling of 

the incident, both from the media and from governments.  Three days in to the 

incident response, DCC Parr received a message saying that pressure was being 

brought to bear on the government from countries outside Britain, whose planes 

were being forced to stop in France and other parts of Europe to refuel on their way 

in and out of Heathrow due to the limited supply of fuel.  There was a request to turn 

the pumps back on and allow fuel to pass under Buncefield, rather like a train going 

through a closed railway station.  DCC Parr declined to do so despite pressure from 

government to do so.  First, it was unclear what damage had been done to the 

pipes underground as a result of the very large explosion.  The SCG had been 



Page 96 of 269  Katherine Devit t  – Doctoral thesis 
 Going for Gold  

attempting to find a way to put the fires out without leaking water into the aquifers 

and poisoning north-west London.  Second, if the valves were moved to allow the 

fuel to be pumped, the configuration would have been changed and affected a 

potential crime scene, and at that time the reason for the tank explosion had not 

been established.  Third, he was concerned about the reaction of the people of 

Hemel Hempstead, when they learned that aviation fuel was being pumped under 

the town. 

 

Emerging from the thought process described above is another potentially 

problematic issue.  Earlier in this chapter, in outlining the Gloucestershire flooding, it 

was explained that an SCG is usually chaired by a senior police officer, who pulls 

together the views of that Group. However, a police officer has a duty to investigate 

a crime, and in so doing, preserve any crime scene.  The issue of primacy is 

explored in more depth in Chapter 5, but it should be noted that there is a possibility 

of conflict of interest where the importance of preserving a crime scene might run 

counter to other imperatives to action of the SCG. 

 

There were other areas of complexity. Problems of emergency management arose 

as a result of the multiple ownership of the site and hence split responsibilities for 

that site. There were issues around the acquisition and dissemination of 

information.  “A critical and immediate question for the incident response controllers 

was the public health matter of whether or not to fight the Buncefield fires. The 

Strategic Co-ordinating Group is only able to take informed decisions regarding 

protection of public health with knowledge of the harmful nature of the plume, and 

where it might ground. At Buncefield this information was not available to SCG and 

so, faced with the sheer magnitude of the plume, it was almost inevitable that the 

fire would be fought” (Buncefield Major Incident Investigation Board, 2007).  It was 

difficult for the health advisory team to establish whether the plume was harmful to 

human health because of a lack of information to hand, and extinguishing the fire 
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had implications for contamination of water sources.   The Investigation Board also 

highlighted that communication with local people was problematic.  At the initial 

SCG meeting, the decision was made to evacuate those with damaged homes and 

workplaces, and to tell everyone in the immediate vicinity to shelter – ‘go in, stay in, 

tune in’.  However, “it was not very clear where people should ‘tune in’ to, and it was 

also unclear …what information was relayed to the local media by those in strategic 

control of the response as part of the communications function.”  

 

Hertfordshire Police handed over the Chair of the SCG to the Health and Safety 

Executive on 14 December and the Group remained in place until 18:30 on 

Thursday 15 December.  

 

It can be seen from these two case studies just how complex multi-agency incidents 

can be.  There are many stakeholders involved, each of whom has needs which 

have to be satisfied; there will be great pressure on the SCG from the government 

when – as is often the case – the incident shows up clearly on the public radar.  

Information acquisition can be very patchy; and communication will be difficult and 

dogged by misunderstanding and miscommunication.  This can adversely affect 

how other agencies operate.  Invariably, the incident and its responders are caught 

in the searchlight of the media.  The potential for loss of life and/or serious damage 

to property is ever present.  

4.2  Multi-agency exercises 
The author attended a number of multi-agency exercises in the course of this 

research, and in honouring the commitment for confidentiality, these exercises will 

be given different codenames than those allocated by the exercise planners. 

4.2.1 Exercise Alpha Overview 

This very large two day exercise takes place every two years, is planned and 

funded by the Local Resilience Forum (LRF) , and was observed by the author in 
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2006 and 2008.  It covers a large county in the UK, and takes over a year to plan 

because of its complexity and the number of agencies involved.  It is a command 

exercise, focusing on the strategic level response to a major incident, and is 

designed to test levels of preparedness. There is no tactical (Silver) or operational 

(Bronze) exercising, and these aspects are covered by injects from the directing 

staff known as Exercise Control (ExCon).  Their role is to simulate the rest of the 

world; feed in information and advice; provide role-play feedback; to “action” any 

tasking; to determine whether player decisions are realistic, credible and 

meaningful; and to challenge the players and push for answers.  They also provide 

the “pseudo-media” who act as the press. 

 

The exercise planners’ aim is to provide as realistic an environment as possible, 

and therefore ask everyone to behave exactly as if the incident were real.  Each 

participant is personally invited to attend by the organisation they represent, on the 

basis that if the Strategic Command Centre (SCC) were set up for real, they would 

be involved.  Participants gather with their particular agencies in “cells” and are 

given specific break out rooms to house themselves, and any support resource they 

may require. 

 

The exercise takes place within a property managed by the local Constabulary, 

chosen as being fit for purpose, with a large number of rooms which can be utilised 

for the large number of cells required.  A briefing takes place for key participants 

and observers on the afternoon before the exercise starts.  On Day One (the 

response stage) a two shift system operates, both in the interests of realism and to 

give experience to the maximum number of participants.  On Day Two, only specific 

participants attend, as this is the recovery stage of the exercise where the SCG will 

start to work towards a state of normality.  In the case of genuine emergencies and 

policing situations that require the involvement of those concerned in the exercise, 
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or the facilities being used, they will take precedent, and a codeword is used to 

signal such an event. 

 

A generic meeting agenda is used to give some initial structure for the SCG, and 

headings are amended or deleted as appropriate during the progression of the 

incident.  Headings include matters requiring urgent decisions; review of demands 

and deadlines; an update of the current situation including a short review of actions 

from the previous meeting; an intelligence update if appropriate; an impact 

assessment; formulation/review of strategies regarding specific response, media, 

recovery, hazard prediction and associated contingency plans; options review; 

matters requiring strategic decisions; and overall multi-agency strategy (as opposed 

to individual agency strategy).  It can be seen that from time to time these headings 

will overlap.  Policy frameworks have to be accurately recorded and made available 

to all agencies, decisions logged and actions and actionees noted.  In reviewing the 

potential impact of an incident, an assessment is made across a number of areas 

using the mnemonic PESTELH.  This covers impacts on political, economic, social 

(including community), technological, environmental, legal and health arenas. 

 

These meetings are usually driven at some pace, lasting about 30 minutes or so, in 

order that participants are not kept away too long from leading their own agencies in 

addressing the incident response.  At the conclusion of each meeting, the timing of 

the next meeting is established.  In the initial stages of incident response, these 

meetings take place frequently, at intervals of between 1.5 – 2 hours. Agendas like 

this are likely to be used in both exercises and real incidents in order to cover the 

range of possible scenarios. 

4.2.2 Exercise Alpha 2006 

The scenario in 2006 was based on a collision taking place in the early morning 

during heavy snowfall between a milk tanker, a breakdown truck with two acetylene 
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cylinders on board and an articulated lorry containing 45 tons of ammonium nitrate-

based fertiliser. There are casualties. The lorry has caught fire and produced a large 

amount of highly toxic yellow/brown smoke drifting downwind towards a large 

railway station.  An exclusion zone around the accident has been declared by a 

senior Fire and Rescue officer. Damage to the milk tanker has resulted in a leak into 

the storm water drains and is a pollutant to the water course.  Evacuation of the 

local industrial estate has taken place, and commuters are being hospitalised.  

There is a danger of explosion, and members of the public may need to be 

evacuated, involving some 4000 people.   

 

The incident was fire service led for the first three hours, and in this particular 

scenario, the job of the fire service was to liaise very closely with the other 

agencies, especially health, the local authorities and police because of the potential 

effect of the incident.  On day two, the police co-ordinator handed over to the Chief 

Executive of the district council. 

 

During the 2006 exercise, the author was based in the Fire and Rescue cell.  The 

activities of the SCG were screened live via a video link in the main lecture theatre.  

It would have been preferable to be present in the same room as the SCG, but it 

had been decided to limit the number of people in that room to prevent undue 

distraction.  Although a sense of process and content was gained of the meeting, 

nevertheless there were times when the sound quality was not good, and it was not 

possible to perceive the subtleties of body language and non-verbal communication 

via the video link.  Fortunately, by the time of the 2008 exercise, relations had been 

strengthened with the exercise planners and senior police officers, and the author 

was able to observe proceedings at first hand. 
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4.2.3 Exercise Alpha 2008 

The author was present at the “Players Briefing” which took place prior to this 

exercise.  This covered the purpose of Exercise Alpha; the structure and 

accountabilities of the Gold group; individual agency responsibilities; the set up of 

the Strategic Co-ordination Centre (SCC); briefing and information flows; and the 

scenario involved.  Also outlined were the role of ExCon, how assessment and 

debriefing would take place, and general pointers on exercise administration. It is 

pertinent to go into some detail about the aims, objectives and accountabilities of 

the exercise, as it gives the framework within which the SCG operates. 

 

The aim was to exercise over a protracted period, at strategic level, the integrated 

emergency management and co-ordination of the response to a major incident in 

(County X) from the emergency response to recovery and return to normality.  The 

exercise objectives were to test the multi-agency strategic decision making process; 

to exercise the operation of the SCC and the processes that support this; to 

exercise the development of options and plans to mitigate and/or reduce the 

potential impacts of the major incident; to include an in depth recovery exercise; to 

exercise the complete handover of co-ordination from police to local authorities - 

possibly to include the establishment of a Local Authority recovery co-ordination 

centre; to exercise the Scientific & Technical Advisory Cell (STAC); to provide an 

effective test of the County LRF media plan; and to test the process for the multi-

gency briefing and the sharing of information to create an accurate situation report. 

A diagram of the structure of the SCG was shown, and its accountabilities outlined.  

These were to take overall command of the response to the incident; co-ordinate 

the multi-agency strategic level management of the incident; determine a clear 

strategic aim and objectives and review them regularly;  establish the policy, 

strategy and command framework within which the Silver (tactical) commanders will 

work; prioritise the demands of Silver and ensure sufficient personnel, resources 
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and assets to meet the operational requirements; direct planning and operations 

beyond the immediate response; and to co-ordinate health and safety advice. 

A sample SCG agenda was shown (detailed in the Exercise Alpha overview, above) 

and the various agency responsibilities listed.  These include information handling, 

logging and plotting of data in order to provide situation reports and updates to a 

multi-agency briefing team which in turn briefs the SCG. Each agency links into 

relevant multi-agency cells such as the media cell, provides representation at SCG 

level and ensures that the Gold participant is adequately briefed.  Gold participants 

are reminded that the SCG is the critical decision making element, and that the 

individual agency cells need to plan ahead and develop options.  They have to 

anticipate risks, develop contingencies and must

 

 be proactive and look ahead.  

They should not wait for others to come and tell them what to do. They must also 

talk to others in the SCC. 

The scenario for Alpha 2008 was based on flooding.  The players were given the 

“starting brief” which is the position they inherit at the beginning of the exercise.  “A 

severe storm has been sweeping across the country from the north, moving down 

the east coast and is expected to hit London early on 12th November. The storm is 

accompanied by strong winds gusting up to 70mph, and torrential rain. Nationally, 

there is concern for eastern regions and London itself is of particular concern. The 

Thames Barrier has been closed in preparation for the storm and accompanying 

surge to hit and there is concern that it will not withstand the ferocity. 

 

The worst of the storm is expected to move away across Kent, the Channel and 

onto the continent. The tidal surge along the south coast is expected to be lessened 

by the weather having moved away.  Whilst (the County) is forecast to receive 

strong winds and rain over the middle part of the week (12th in particular) it is not 

expected to take the brunt of the storm.” 
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The role of ExCon was underlined strongly - “If ExCon don’t know about it, it didn’t 

happen!” As has been explained earlier in this chapter, ExCon provides the injects 

for the exercise, and plays the role of agencies and levels not actually present at the 

exercise.  If players expect an action to take place on the ground they must tell 

ExCon – without this nothing will happen. They will only action what is asked for, 

when it is asked for, not what participants meant to ask for but forgot.  This is to 

attempt to provide some verisimilitude, and to prevent assumptions on the part of 

participants, although the briefing does also say “the exercise is not designed to trip 

anyone up, though there may be some artificiality … don’t let any necessary 

artificiality interfere with the exercise.” 

 

One area which seemed to be different in the 2008 exercise was the more 

structured use of assessors.  Although it was stressed that individuals are not being 

assessed and that the intention was not to pass or fail participants, it was also 

stated that “assessment is necessary to determine how well players have 

performed” which is somewhat ambiguous. The aim of the assessment was to 

determine whether the exercise objectives have been met, as well as using the 

information gathered during the assessment process to inform the final report and 

make recommendations to improve things in the future.  Assessors were to identify 

any perceived strengths and weaknesses – it was not to be “a tick in the box” 

process. 

 

Assessors were appointed to look at a range of issues linked to the exercise or 

agency specific objectives.  The more structured approach was exemplified by the 

development of a range of assessment criteria for each of the key exercise 

objectives which were used by the assessors to guide their comments and 

observations.  Against each criterion, assessors were asked to rate performance to 

one of three levels, and were requested to produce a summary report after the 

exercise.  The assessment matrix was divided into seven key areas, comprising the 
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co-ordination of the SCG, SCG decision-making, briefing, planning and recovery, 

plus observation of the STAC and media handling. 

 

The initial scenario of adverse weather progressed to major flooding which cut off a 

large community. The SCG needed to secure assistance from the military in 

building temporary bridges, sustain the local population and prepare for potential 

evacuation.  By midway through Day Two of the exercise, the immediate 

emergency had been contained and the ACC acting as Gold co-ordinator formally 

handed over to the local recovery cell to chair this part of the exercise. 

4.2.4 Exercise Bravo 

Exercise Bravo was much shorter than Exercise Alpha, and did not require the 

same level of support in terms of resourcing and space.  The initial stage of this 

exercise was actually a “series in parallel” of exercises. Only a Police Gold was 

invoked, and the same counter-terrorist (CT) scenario was given to three ACCs 

(each of whom had different members in their Gold group) from the same 

Constabulary on separate days in order for there to be feedback on the 

performance of the group.  The exercise was also run three times for the Force 

Control Room.  Six weeks later in real time, the scenario was deemed to have 

moved from the response stage to the recovery stage, and a multi-agency Gold 

group was convened, co-ordinated by one of the ACCs. 

 

There was a briefing for the Gold group prior to each exercise.  The objectives were 

to expose the Gold group to crisis incident management; for continuous personal 

development and training and to ensure fitness for purpose; and to identify 

organisational and process gaps.  It was stressed that participants should ask 

questions, that it was a safe learning environment, and that no individual was being 

tested, although that in the future this might be the case.  The role of the Gold 

Commander was reiterated.  He would take overall command with responsibility and 
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accountability, would set review and update strategy and ensure there were 

adequate resources.  He would not be drawn into tactical decisions, remain 

available to Silver Commanders, approve the Silver tactical plan and ensure the 

resilience of the command structure. 

 

Each ACC worked to an agenda somewhat similar to that in Exercise Alpha.  

However, there were other elements pertinent to a CT context, which included 

Pursue (terrorists and those that sponsor them), Protect (the public and UK 

interests), Prepare (for the consequences) and Prevent (terrorism by tackling its 

causes).  The scenario was based on an attack by suicide bombers on several sites 

within a large city, and the duration of the exercise was approximately 4 hours for 

the Police Gold, and a full day for the multi-agency recovery group.  As with 

Exercise Alpha, ExCon provided injects and simulated actions at Silver and Bronze 

levels. 

 

The aims and objectives of the multi-agency day was to exercise, at a strategic 

level, a multi-agency response to a terrorist incident scenario; to consider both the 

response to and the recovery from a major incident in the city; to test multi-agency 

strategic decision-making and enhance inter-agency working; to consider the 

tactical implications of strategic decisions; to conduct a comprehensive debrief and 

review process, including a facilitated hot debrief; and to consider the guidance and 

materials relating to the role and function of an SCG for inclusion in the 

Constabulary Strategic Co-ordination Centre manual. 

 

A “hot debrief” took place straight after each part of the exercise in order to capture 

immediate reactions.  Each person in the room was asked to give three positive 

feedback points and three learning points.  This included the author, who had 

introduced herself at the outset of each exercise and explained that she was 

conducting doctoral research. Confidentiality and anonymity assurances were 
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reiterated.  Given the topic of the scenario, the author also had to be security 

cleared in order to be present, which was facilitated by the Constabulary running the 

exercise.  The fine detail of the scenario has therefore not been laid out because of 

the security implications, though the relevant analysis will be referred to in Chapter 

8. 

 

In the foregoing exercises, the author had the opportunity to observe a selection of 

Gold commanders and teams, both in a multi-agency and single agency context, 

and dealing with scenarios that varied from natural disasters and accidental toxic 

discharge through to terrorist attack.  Combined with the real incidents of fire and 

flood, and the in-depth interviews held with Gold Commanders/Co-ordinators and 

their teams, it is argued that the data gathered has been triangulated sufficiently to 

mitigate validity issues.  In the next three chapters, the interview findings will be 

described, and a new model put forward for strategic leadership in a multi-agency 

major incident context. 

 



Page 107 of 269  Katherine Devit t  – Doctoral thesis 
 Going for Gold  

CHAPTER 5 

INTERVIEW FINDINGS: FACTORS AFFECTING 
EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP 

 
There cannot be a stressful crisis next week.  My schedule is already full. 

Henry Kissinger 

 

It became clear from the interview findings that there are several interlinked factors 

which contribute to effective strategic leadership in multi-agency major incident 

response teams.  These include not only the attributes, skills, experience and 

training of the leader but also that of the team they lead, the type of incident to be 

managed, the emergency structure and support in which they operate, and the 

divergent stakeholder expectations which have to be met.  This complex interaction 

of variables is made even more problematic by the singularity of major incidents, 

each having their own unique characteristics and challenges.  Whilst recognising 

these diverse aspects, this research primarily focuses on the leader (co-ordinator) 

and the team, and the human factors affecting effectiveness.  At strategic level, the 

response team is more formally referred to as the Strategic Co-ordinating Group 

(SCG) (Cabinet Office, 2005); however, it is colloquially called Gold, Gold 

command, Gold group, or the Gold team.  

 

It should be noted that although the interviewees cited gave their views 

anonymously, two interviewees were content to be named.  These were Assistant 

Chief Constable (ACC) Matthews, who co-ordinated the strategic response to the 

Gloucestershire floods in 2007; and Deputy Chief Constable Parr (DCC) - who as 

ACC, was the Gold coordinator for the response to the major fire at Buncefield oil 

storage depot  in 2005. 

 

This chapter addresses four main areas of interest pertinent to leader effectiveness.  

First, there is an examination of organisational and interpersonal factors, including 
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staff turnover, the importance of participants knowing each other, and organisational 

willingness to commit to training and exercising in preparation for major incidents.  

Second, cultural factors will be examined.  Third, the wider competence and 

effectiveness of the Gold group will be explored, including negative perceptions that 

individual agencies hold about their counterparts.  Fourth, contextual factors will be 

outlined, covering a brief résumé of the emergency structure in the UK and its 

impact on effectiveness, as well as the issue of primacy in the Gold group. 

 

5.1  Organisational and interpersonal factors  

5.1.1 Churn 

‘Churn’ is the term applied to the rotation of staff in, out of and through an 

organisation.  It has pertinence in the context of Gold team effectiveness because of 

its impact on individual incident and exercise experience, and thus potentially on 

competence.  Further, it has significant impact on one of the important features of 

team effectiveness: how well the team members know and trust one another.   

 

Churn is not just a feature of participating organisations, but also exists in the SCG 

itself.  Multi-agency major incidents by their very nature are complex and will almost 

always last for some time before normality is restored.  Thus, the people who are 

initially involved with the incident will need to hand over to their reliefs.  For 

example, the Police will often have a “day Gold” and a “night Gold”. The different 

phases of such an incident that move from response through to recovery and 

eventually to a new normality, may also have different leaders co-ordinating them 

as well as different participants.  In Gloucestershire, the two Police Gold 

coordinators who responded to the major flooding which took place during 2007 

worked shifts of up to 15 hours. Initially, both would go to the Cabinet Office Briefing 

Room (COBR) meetings, as well as updating each other at handovers.  It allowed 

them to have a better understanding of what was going on overall than anyone else.  
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With other agencies, people would turn up in the second week of the incident who 

had not been involved in the first week.  As a police interviewee present at the SCG 

commented, “(they) had a hell of a lot of catching up to do.  You have to find your 

feet before you can even get your head round what’s going on at that table”.    

 

It is perhaps understandable that when a major incident occurs, the people deemed 

to be the most competent and expert by their agencies are fielded first at a multi-

agency Gold group.  When the next group take over, not only may they be less well 

known to the Gold coordinator, but less skilled.  One Fire and Rescue Service 

(FRS) officer commented that when these “bit part players” come in, they are less 

successful because they tend to focus more on the tactical than the strategic. 

 

Organisationally, the agencies most subject to churn are Health-related - there have 

been over ten major restructures of the NHS since 1997 alone, including mergers of 

Primary Care Trusts (PCTs) and the regionalisation of Strategic Health Authorities 

(SHAs). One Assistant Chief Constable believed that the lack of continuity and 

turnover was a real problem, “I have been here four years.  I could not tell you who 

the named person I should speak to in Health would be – they have changed the 

structure so many times”.  

 

Invariably, there will be more than one Health representative at Gold, since not only 

might there be a lead PCT or PCO (Primary Care Organisation), but also 

representation from the Health Protection Agency (HPA) as well as the Ambulance 

Service, who have a place in their own right at the multi-agency Gold table.  Public 

health advice, in the form of a Scientific and Technical Advice Cell (STAC), would 

also be available to offer health-related scientific advice to all incidents requiring 

strategic co-ordination (Storr, 2007) 
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Given this participation in a multi-agency strategic group, these many restructures 

and reorganisations are bound to have a negative impact on available expertise and 

experience in Gold participation.  An Emergency Planning Officer (EPO) working 

within the NHS reflected that the biggest risk to health preparedness for a major 

incident is constant change and reconfiguration, as they have to build new 

relationships all the time. This is made even more difficult as some Health agencies 

cover more than one Local Resilience Forum (LRF) and the boundaries of 

contributing Gold agencies are not all contiguous.   

 

A regular thread running through the interviews was a frustration on the part of the 

police and the FRS regarding the decision-making style of Health participants.  If 

those same participants do not have a track record in operating at Gold level, and 

therefore have an insufficient understanding of the specific style of decision-making 

required when responding to a major incident, this will continue to be a source of 

annoyance to the faster-moving blue light services. 

 

“Organisational memory” – information, knowledge and expertise residing in an 

organisation that can help it become more effective – will also be affected, resulting 

in an “Alzheimer-like corporate amnesia that enforces an inability to benefit from 

hindsight” (Kransdorff, 1998). The negative effect of this constant churn also 

translates into inconsistent representation in emergency planning and attendance at 

training events such as exercises. An army officer who regularly attends both 

exercises and incidents at the strategic level commented that often, Gold 

representatives aren’t in post long enough to maximise their expertise.  It is for this 

reason that the Ministry of Defence has a policy of appointing such military role 

holders for a long period of time to provide continuity and expertise.  This particular 

interviewee had held his post for four years, and was likely to continue for another 

15 years until retirement.  This is highly unusual when contrasted with other Gold 

participants. 
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The problems of churn were highlighted by a number of interviewees.  Health was 

seen by one police officer as a huge organisation which was constantly being 

reorganised, meaning that they never saw the same person twice.  Another pointed 

out that, “There is a problem around making sure that the right number of the right 

type of people receive training.  They may never or very rarely use these skills, so 

as to make sure they don’t lose them, they would need regular updating”. This 

interviewee also noted that both organisations and individuals within organisations 

need to understand how Gold works, and that continuity of representation at Gold is 

very important.  An interviewee from the Ambulance Service commented that 

constant change caused difficulties in developing relationships and in understanding 

each others’ roles.   

 

5.1.2 Knowing other participants 

It was clear in talking to interviewees from the police and the FRS that when senior 

officers from these organisations were newly appointed, they would make a point of 

visiting their opposite number in order to make themselves known.  This is 

understandable given the regularity with which these two services work together 

operationally, but it is indicative of the importance that they put upon getting to know 

each other.  This does not seem to happen consistently among the non-blue light 

organisations. Indeed, in the past it did not happen with all the emergency services 

at less senior levels.  One senior FRS officer, in commenting that it had changed 

immeasurably in recent years, observed, “As a young firefighter we didn’t even 

speak to the Ambulance Service”.  The imperative placed upon agencies by the 

Civil Contingencies Act 2004 to work with one another may have contributed to the 

change, though it can be seen that this is still not universal.  This pertains despite 

the fact that knowing other participants appears to be key to a competent and 

effective multi-agency Gold group for many of the interviewees. 

 



Page 112 of 269  Katherine Devit t  – Doctoral thesis 
 Going for Gold  

For one Chief Fire Officer, the fact that he personally knew the coordinator of the 

multi-agency Gold team and had worked with him before was “enormously 

important and can’t be overstated”.  This interviewee thought that the value it 

brought for him was trust, “do I trust their judgment, how they are working … (I) 

don’t have to go through anthropological positioning with people”. It also allowed 

him to test out the “subtleties of interaction”, to establish a position of empathy and 

to play to each others’ strengths.  For one senior police officer who had acted as 

SCG Co-ordinator in a major incident, the importance of mutual trust was reiterated.  

His view was that the problems arose when the next wave of people came in to 

relieve the initial team, whom he did not know.  Prior to the incident, he had offered 

to brief the appropriate Government Office (GO) which provides the link between 

central Government and the local agencies that respond to emergencies.  Only two 

people turned up for that briefing.  One of those who did not attend the proffered 

briefing was then allocated to the SCG responding to the major incident.  The police 

interviewee comments that this GO official was “completely and utterly lost” and he 

didn’t trust him. 

  

There are problems in remedying deficiencies in the knowledge participants have of 

each other. In the geographic area served by the majority of people interviewed for 

this research, there was no agreement locally to have a core of people used to 

working with each other. A senior Fire and Rescue officer thought that the different 

agencies didn’t talk to each other enough, even though he believed it to be a real 

advantage to know people within the system.  It was also complicated within his part 

of the service by the rotation of officers, sickness and annual leave. If this was 

multiplied by the 15+ organisations that might be taking part, “you could be 

exercising on a monthly basis and still find you don’t build any meaningful 

relationship with people you are going to be working with on the day that it (the 

incident) happens because the people you know are on sick or annual leave”. 

Another FRS interviewee thought that one of the failings of training was that it 
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practiced protocol and skills, rather than helping people to get to know each other.  

However, another commented that talking through possible scenarios more 

regularly, and reviewing post exercise, would help in getting to know others. 

 

5.1.3 Exercise commitment 

Apart from specific targeted training for SCG participants, the only other ways of 

gaining experience in responding to major incidents is either to participate in such 

an incident at strategic level, or to take part in an exercise.  In the geographic area 

in which this research was carried out, multi-agency invocations are extremely rare.  

Opportunities for gaining “live” experience are therefore very limited, and 

participants must depend upon the series of exercises which are incumbent upon 

agencies to carry out in order to maintain preparedness.  Individual organisations 

will carry out their own exercises as well as participating in multi-agency exercises. 

In one respect, not having many incidents which would trigger a full multi-agency 

response is a positive.  However, there are negatives as well. As an EPO working in 

a Health organisation admits, “There is a trade-off between normal business and 

crisis management…there are competing priorities against what does happen and 

what might not happen.  In counties where they have had an incident, there is a 

different outlook, though with a rapid change in personnel, these things can get 

lost”.  In effect, given the choice between allocating time and effort to something 

that has happened, as opposed to something extremely serious that might never 

happen, some agencies will bet against the likelihood of a major incident occurring.  

Whilst there continue to be no major incidents, this gamble would seem to be 

justifiable.  However, if either a geographic area or a senior person within that 

geographic area has experienced a real major incident, there might be more 

wariness about taking such a gamble.  One senior FRS officer identified that his 

Chief Fire Officer had been caught up in the challenge of responding to a severe 

nationwide Foot and Mouth outbreak.  Some years later, when a far less severe 

outbreak took place close to the geographic area in which this Chief Fire Officer 
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now operated, his team were put on standby so quickly that one of their partner 

agencies queried whether they were overreacting.   

 

An Ambulance Service EPO noted that in the past, the Civil Contingencies Act had 

helped in highlighting the importance of preparing for crises, but “did not have a lot 

of teeth” when it came to enforcement.  There had been no real support from the 

Board, but the Ambulance Service then became regionalised.  The current Chief 

Executive was in the Hertfordshire Ambulance Service during the Buncefield fire, 

and there was now a different, more supportive mood and the EPO now thought 

that his regional service was “moving in the right direction”.  At the other end of the 

commitment spectrum, one ACC observed that some organisations go home part 

way through an exercise. 

 

With the multiple reorganisations that the NHS have endured, and their increasing 

workload, it is perhaps not very surprising that this agency, above all the ones who 

would participate in an SCG, tended to have a lower commitment to sending 

appropriately senior staff to multi-agency exercises.  As some of the police 

interviewees commented, “by and large Health doesn’t play in this area”.  One 

Primary Care Trust (PCT) Chief Executive commented that “senior people seem to 

delegate attendance at exercises, even though this is the only practice they have for 

the real deal”.  The only remedy he could see was that there needed to be “a three 

line whip for all senior people to attend.  We can’t just go off and do what we want 

and choose not to attend big exercises”.  An EPO for a City Council observed that 

there was no single point of contact for Health – it was very difficult to work with and 

changed a lot.  As far as commitment by Health to exercising was concerned, “we 

get the full Monty or nothing”.  He also pointed out that in his capacity as an EPO, 

he deals with at least 10 different Health agencies, including the County PCT, the 

City PCT, the SHA, the HPA, and the Nuclear Installation Health Advisory Panel. 
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“They are very professional, but they don’t seem to have one ultimate authority for 

decision-making … they work collectively with nobody in charge”. 

 

However, it is not only the Health agencies that have a difficulty with prioritising 

exercise attendance.  Interviewees from the FRS also highlighted that one of their 

biggest barriers to exercise attendance was time.  “We can’t do what we used to do 

because of the widening remit and modernisation of the Fire and Rescue Service.  

It’s not just responsive (to fires) now but proactive around performance 

management, best value performance indicators, fire safety etc”.  Another 

commented that the FRS was more resource heavy and could support big 

exercises, but that the Ambulance Service was unable to do so. 

 

There are also cost implications as well as time commitment for agencies attending 

exercises, let alone the resource required for invoking a full blown multi-agency 

Gold.  One EPO noted that it was really needful to test a Strategic Co-ordination 

Centre (SCC) - set up when a multi-agency Gold is invoked - over five days, but that 

it is prohibitively costly.  A three day SCC set up to deal with counter-terrorism can 

cost up to £1million. 

 

Chief Executives from Local Authorities rarely turn up in person to an exercise – this 

is usually delegated to less senior people.  This begs the question about how 

prepared Chief Executives would be if a real major incident took place, though one 

EPO said that his Chief Executive would never come to a major incident as he 

would feel that his rightful place was in his City. However, as a Chief Executive of a 

large PCT pointed out, “There is nothing in between what you do in your own 

organisation and the big set piece events, no tabletops to familiarise each other with 

the personalities.  It’s very difficult for a Chief Officer because of the large time 

commitment – not just the day but all the preparation.” 
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A concern around having the right level of people at both exercises and major 

incidents revolves around scope of decision-making.  It is argued that non-blue light 

services are culturally more cautious in their decision-making, and would be 

unwilling to take decisions committing major resource unless they were at the right 

level to do so.  In the vernacular, this has been called “making decisions above my 

pay grade”.   

 

It is not only churn, cost and other business priorities that might lower commitment 

to exercising.  Another EPO in a major UK city observed, “There is no requirement 

for people to be …certified trained and capable.  People can opt out of an exercise 

if something happens to upset them.”  He added, “Emergencies may never happen, 

so trying to have a Chief Executive give up a day to an exercise that they may 

ultimately come into some criticism for, people don’t necessarily like the feeling of 

that” and “because there is no accountability, it can be a battle to get people to 

volunteer”. An Ambulance Service interviewee endorsed that it was difficult to get 

senior managers along to exercises, “they have to come out of their comfort zone.” 

 

Efforts are made to engage agency participation and to improve knowledge and 

understanding, but this can sometimes fall on deaf (or nonexistent) ears.  As part of 

an exercise follow up in Hertfordshire just prior to the Buncefield fire, an eminent 

Queen’s Counsel (QC) was invited to give a presentation on the importance of 

evidence, keeping logs and admissibility of such data into enquiries.  It was 

intended that the QC would cross examine willing volunteers on the log books they 

had kept during the exercise.  The uptake was disappointing. 

 

It was clear that interviewees thought that there wasn’t the appetite to exercise 

multi-agency Gold teams regularly, and that this would only change if there was a 

major incident in the area.  At the moment people hope that it won’t happen “on 

their watch”, and there is not enough inducement (of either stick or carrot) for the 
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majority of participants at strategic level to change their attitude on regular exercise 

attendance.  It is argued that in organisations which exercise regularly as part and 

parcel of their normal operations – in essence, the blue light services - the 

reluctance to exercise for whatever reason is diminished, as exercising may be 

deemed to be culturally embedded. 

 

5.2  Cultural factors 

The cultural differences which pertain within multi-agency response were raised by 

all those interviewed.  The differing approaches between the action-oriented 

proactive emergency services and the more reflective, consultative government 

agencies are thrown into sharp relief in the pressure cauldron of a major incident.   

 

For instance, there appear to be inconsistencies in how far representatives from 

some non-blue light agencies are authorised to take decisions in committing 

resources and taking actions without consulting with their agencies.  This is likely to 

cause a delay in taking decisions within a tight timeline.  One ACC commented that 

when team members come to the table without the necessary authority, “they feel 

uncomfortable making decisions outside their comfort zone, and feel the need to 

talk to the relevant people back in their organisation.  This is a real frustration when 

you know the person hasn’t the authority to make a decision.” This was borne out 

by one of the senior FRS officers responding to the Buncefield fire,  

"Police and Fire are used to doing - it was very apparent that (they) were used to 

making decisions without reference elsewhere ... other agencies tended to want to 

refer elsewhere and tended not to appreciate the immediacy of what we were 

doing... (they) are using to managing all that they do on a daily basis through a 

more consultative (basis) and over a longer timeline".   
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However, for all inter-agency Gold team members to be able to make decisions with 

the right level of authority, they must believe that their organisations trust them to do 

so, be confident in the support they receive, and know that they will not get a 

backlash from those organisations once the incident is contained.  On an individual 

basis, they must be confident and timely in their decision-making, and be prepared 

to go out on a limb with limited information.   

 

Leaders managing crises under stressful situations are likely to revert to the style 

with which they are most comfortable – an unconscious preference perhaps – and 

the more disturbing the situation, the stronger the urge to take refuge in familiar 

procedures (Lagadec,1997).  Many of those on the Gold team, not from the 

emergency services, may never have had to deal with the magnitude of a major 

incident - a stress factor in its own right. For some individuals, keeping within their 

comfort zone may result in them responding tactically rather than strategically.  An 

FRS officer recalled that during an exercise involving the release of chemicals into 

the atmosphere, he was asked by a representative of the Health Protection Agency 

to look on the FRS database to see the impact of the chemical.  

 “What they are not picking up is that their role in the Gold cell is not about what the 

chemical will do, but what they are going to do with people flooding the A and E 

(Accident and Emergency) because their skin’s fallen off… what are you going to do 

with a thousand people at (a major) football stadium saying they’ve got the same 

symptoms… they are trying to resolve operational issues rather than getting help 

from other areas or arranging mass transportation.” 

 

It did emerge during the research interviews that different agencies had different 

priorities, often based on their organisational priorities rather than the priorities of 

the SCG.  One police interviewee, present at the inter-agency Gold group dealing 

with the Gloucestershire flooding in 2007, referred to the input of one of the Health 

agencies, “On occasions, depending on who was there, I quite honestly thought 
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they were on another planet … they would come out with this obscure thing that 

bore no relation to what was being discussed.”  Another police interviewee recalled 

an exercise which required an evacuation.  The Social Services representative was 

concerned about what would happen with regards to unaccompanied children, and 

the police officer responded that the nearest adult could take charge of them.  The 

Social Services representative raised the issue of potential child abusers; the police 

officer pointed out that death by poison cloud was slightly more critical. 

 

These experiences related by interviewees do seem to be pertinent to lack of role 

clarity for some Gold participants.  Throughout the research, there was anecdotal 

evidence of participant haziness about their role in a multi-agency strategic group 

and the overall purpose of the Gold Group.  There were also examples of role 

overlap, where there were perceived tensions between the Gold group agenda and 

the agenda of individual participants.  

 

Lack of role clarity – who is accountable and/or responsible for doing what – can 

cause issues for the Gold team.  During the Gloucestershire flooding, the Chief 

Constable also attended SCGs, leading to confusion about whether he was leading 

the response, or whether it was ACC Matthews. The police response was that 

ultimately, the appointed Chief Constable is responsible for public safety, but that he 

had made the decision to maintain ACC Matthews as Gold co-ordinator.  ACC 

Matthews confirmed that though the Chief Constable was very forceful on certain 

areas that he wanted addressed, he never once sought to overrule ACC Matthews.  

His role was as lynch pin with COBR, and the “talking head for media”.  He 

therefore needed a complete understanding of what was going on rather than just 

relying on briefings. He emulated current practice in the Metropolitan Police, who 

use the term "Platinum" when running several Gold groups; thus, the Chief 

Constable was Platinum.  However, this approach still created issues with the 

County Council and District Councils regarding who was in charge.  At the time the 
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research interviews were carried out, this was still resonating as an issue with the 

Gloucestershire County Council Scrutiny Committee, who were still saying that they 

did not understand the role the Chief Constable took. ACC Matthews commented, 

“They had practiced and rehearsed one Gold, in their mind's eye they saw two.”  

However, there might have been another reason for the discomfort.  The Chief 

Constable is very well known in the County, and is a strong personality, and can be 

forceful in a room.  ACC Matthews observed, "He prodded agencies in the chest 

and made them feel uncomfortable" (and said) "I am asking you as Chief Constable 

of this County, what are you doing about this"”.   

 

It was clear that even in hindsight, ACC Matthews felt the right decision had been 

taken in involving the Chief Constable to this extent.  Given the scale of the incident, 

he would expect the Chief Constable to be there, even though there isn't anything 

laid down in guidance. He wanted to be seen as supporting the community,” I am 

here with you; you are not on your own”.  The Chief Constable thought it was critical 

that he should brief COBR and the Prime Minister when issues like county 

evacuation were raised.  In discussing the incident with Gloucestershire police 

officers, there also seemed to be political ramifications around regionalisation and 

the independence of the Chief Constable, so maybe it was also seen as sending a 

signal to central government.   

 

Many of the research interviewees had strong views on the purpose and role of the 

SCG.  One senior police officer observed, “It is important to define the Gold role.  It 

is not about running someone else’s organisation, but co-ordinating collective effort 

to meet objectives.”  On the other hand, in the context of running a Silver (tactical) 

group, another senior police officer commented, “When things go into chaos, 

independent action kicks in and by and large quite effectively.  Gold is there to 

assist with resources but as a Silver Command you deal with what you’ve got … 

you make do, you muddle.  You divert to local control … your ability to command 
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strategically is almost nil”. The scope of the Gold’s ability was recognised.  “Gold is 

not designed to solve the impossible.  Gold is designed to work through a path 

which is the most sensible and proportionate response to the situation.” “Gold’s job 

is to bring the world back to normality as soon as possible.” Gold group deals with 

the consequences and fallout…for example, the impact on the community.” 

 

As part of the clarity around role and purpose, however, there was a realisation that 

stakeholders might have a different view: “the public might have an expectation (of 

response in a crisis) which actually cannot be fulfilled.”  It is not just the participants 

and participant organisations that have a cultural disposition to see issues a certain 

way.  Other stakeholders, such as the government, the media and the public will 

also have differing expectations which are culturally shaped.  For example, many 

members of the public may be culturally disposed to expect that a crisis should be 

managed successfully with the minimum of disruption, however unrealistic that 

might be.  Elected MPs and Cabinet members, mindful of their position in 

forthcoming elections, may have similar unrealistic views. “The latent tensions that 

exist in any polity between public, the opposition’s, and government interests do not 

melt away during crises” (Boin, 't Hart et al., 2005). Emergency planners, aware of 

the difficulty of fully resourcing exercises both financially and in terms of people, 

may make non-viable assumptions about how incidents might be managed.  An 

example of this was cited by a senior police officer, who was based near London at 

the time of the London Underground bombings in July 2005.  He “dusted down” the 

evacuation plans for London and noted that they were expected to evacuate in 

excess of 200,000 people from London and house and feed them.  

 “Faced with something of this magnitude, you realise how inept the system is and 

just how impossible it is to achieve.  We have a plan that we all agree is 

unachievable, and is not going to happen.  It’s too expensive to exercise because 

how do you get 200,000 people fed … you realise the gaps in the plan.  There is no 
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real sense of control because you make a request for 10000 spaces in Gravesend, 

it will take you three days to find them but you need it in the next two hours.” 

 

Despite this sense of grappling with issues which are, to say the least, challenging, 

police interviewees commented that they are used to taking Gold level decisions in 

their own organisation, and to working in a chaotic environment, “responding to 

emergencies is what we do”. Another observed, “We genuinely believe we can deal 

with pretty much anything”.  It is argued that emergency services personnel are less 

likely to be thrown by the intensity of a major incident because they tend to take a 

pragmatic view of incidents.  The police officer commenting on the London 

evacuation plans went on to say, 

 “There is a tipping point when the situation becomes unmanageable and what 

tends to happen is you default to detail and to ensure you get some things right.  

The real challenge is to identify what bit to get right for the biggest benefit… the rest 

has to wait until such time as we have the capability to deal with it.  If you spread 

yourself too thin, you achieve nothing”. 

 

However, these differing decision-making styles can cause problems.  One EPO 

working in a health organisation noted, “Now that it is a statutory duty to work 

together, it has strained a lot of relationships.  The police feel quite pressured 

because effectively they are in the hot seat and they get frustrated at the pace at 

which some of the partner agencies work.”  This was reiterated feelingly by an ACC, 

who recounted his experience of working with a health colleague during an exercise 

dealing with a fictitious noxious cloud spreading over a major city, 

“"I wanted to grab the health person and pin them against the wall and tell them that 

while they may be a splendid and eminent and lovely person with whom I could 

have a meaningful social life, at that moment what I needed to know was, was what 

was happening going to kill people, and I needed to know that within the next 
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minute not in three hours when he had consulted every research paper in 

Christendom."  

 

This ACC, referring to the same exercise, also highlighted that it is not just the 

handling of quick time operations that can cause issues, but whether decisions are 

made at all. “I tried to get the joint health reps to give a clear answer as to whether 

to evacuate (the city).   I failed to get them to do this so I said," Unless you tell me 

not to, I am now going to evacuate (the city)  because I am not prepared to ... let 

people die while you fanny around making a decision based on your eminent 

learning"”.  The ACC recognised the tension: “it did get pithy, but that's what we do 

exercises for”.  

 

However, this slow time decision-making was also in evidence in the real incident at 

Buncefield, where there was conflicting advice and guidance in the first 24 hours.  

One police interviewee involved with the incident recalled that the Health Protection 

Agency needed to be absolutely certain about giving definitive advice regarding the 

plume resulting from the fuel tank fire.  A senior FRS officer who was also present 

at that strategic incident response noted that one of the difficulties coming out of the 

SCG was the difference, sometimes conflict, between command and control and 

consensus management.  His thinking was that using command and control, 

decisions were made based on risk assessments, and even though 100% of the 

information might not be available, 60 to 70% availability was sufficient to make a 

decision.  This interviewee lectures on leadership and believes that the worst 

decision is no decision.  He had a lot of frustration with the health agencies at 

Buncefield, 

 “We wanted the best advice and then police and fire would make a decision, for 

example do we close 250 schools, what protection do we give the first responders, 

what effects will the plume have on health.  We wanted to construct a leaflet for all 

affected households that gave advice beyond the stay in, tune in generic advice.  
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We never got the leaflet in three days of asking….in the end, the County Council 

made the decision to close schools, upsetting the Government.  However, there 

was an image problem – the police on the cordon were wearing face masks and 

being passed by children going to reception class.  The Council had to make these 

decisions because Health weren't coming up with any proper advice.” 

 

On being asked whether there had been any improvement in the speed of decision-

making by Health since the Buncefield experience, the interviewee did not believe 

there had been, based on his experience of working them in exercises, “because 

they are not used to doing it.”  Another interviewee referred to the roles that some 

SCG participants carried out in normality:  “running Trading Standards one day and 

taking part in Gold the next day (is) a big ask.”  This was supported by the then 

ACC coordinating the Buncefield response who observed, “As a Police Service, we 

need to recognise that the person from the regional Government Office might 

usually be in charge of flood warnings, and they are now watching a plume of 

smoke from a petrol explosion.  Don’t expect them to operate in your world.” He 

added, “Cultural decision-making affects how we operate.  After a consensual 

debate in the police, someone will then take a decision.  Others may still have that 

hierarchy (of decision-making) but their position will be to chew over it, whilst ours is 

to bite and swallow.” 

 

However, another police interviewee noted that local authorities had become much 

quicker in their decision-making when dealing with exercises with a terrorism or 

chemical, biological, radiological, nuclear (CBRN) agenda.  He attributed this shift to 

specific training in this area of operations, though he didn’t believe that this sense of 

urgency was translated into natural disasters such as flooding evacuation or Foot 

and Mouth Disease (FMD).  Non-blue light services may be more concerned about 

the consequences of their actions, considering longer term problems such as cost 

allocation, and how actions might cause difficulties elsewhere or in the future. 
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However, it is suggested that this concern is more relevant in the recovery stage 

than at the response stage of an incident. 

 

Sometimes, applying the law of unintended consequences, government imperatives 

can add to these tensions.  At the time of carrying out the research interviews, there 

was still a lack of clarity about what would happen to continuity of normal health 

services to the public during a major incident.  One interviewee thought that the 

Department of Health was ambivalent about this, and in a “big bang” scenario - 

where incidents that unfold rapidly from a particular point in time, have substantial 

immediate impact and are time limited - the expectation would be that health 

agencies such as PCTs would have to carry on as usual. There was even a concern 

that after a major incident, their performance indicator measurement could be 

affected. An Ambulance Service interviewee observed that his organisation had 

only just been told at the time of interview that performance targets would be 

suspended if there was an outbreak of pandemic flu. 

 

Another cultural factor which may affect decision-making is the mental attitude 

towards crisis response.  Some organisations (and some individuals) are more 

cautious in their problem-solving and highlight reasons as to why actions should be 

avoided; debate and consensus are favoured.  Others will work on the basis that 

there is always a way round problems, are prepared to take unilateral decisions, 

and will not always follow standard operating procedures (SOPs).  Sometimes, even 

the SOPs support taking action.  On being challenged on their decisions in an 

inquiry, police officers are likely to respond that they took the decisions based on 

the information they had at the time, “we might never take a decision if we leave it 

until something else happens”.  However, it is suggested that overdoing this 

proactive approach might jeopardise the taking of a strategic overview in instances 

when it might be wise to delay decisions.  It is recognised that this is a delicate 

balance, however. 
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 An EPO working with a health agency has been encouraging colleagues from that 

agency to follow the police decision-making approach.  He also suggests that they 

take on board the police practice of a keeping a decision log, with an audit trail of 

decisions, so that they are clear on what has originally been decided, what the 

options are, why any have been discounted, and to show any changes in decision 

when fresh information is available.   

 

Another possible explanation for tentative decision-making may lie with a tolerance 

for ambiguity which might verge on procrastination.  One Chief Fire Officer (CFO) 

observed that civil servants are primed to protect both their political masters and 

themselves, and tend to delay decision-making accordingly in order to consider all 

their options.  The CFO thought that those civil servants failed to realise that 

inaction can lead to more criticism than action.  However, intolerance of ambiguity 

may also result both in postponement of decision-making (in the hope that more 

information might be forthcoming if the decision is delayed) or precipitous decision-

making (because it is believed to be better to make any decision rather than none). 

 

The emergency services and the military pride themselves as “can do” 

organisations, but this can result in a degree of impulsivity, as one police 

interviewee admitted.  He cited an exercise where a research establishment wanted 

more time to take readings to ascertain the impact dealing with an escape of 

plutonium, while the rest of the SCG led by the police gold co-ordinator were keen 

to get the information out to the public as quickly as possible.  The dilemma for the 

SCG was that if the readings were too “quick and dirty”, they might have to be 

revised later with the concomitant negative impact on public confidence.  On the 

other hand, if the SCG delayed their decision, the public could not take appropriate 

precautions.  It can be seen that neither cultural decision-making approach is 

appropriate for all scenarios.  However, it is incumbent on the SCG co-ordinator in 

particular to take an overview and utilise the differing approaches to best effect.  
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This skill is proposed as part of interwoven leadership, and will be discussed further 

in Chapter 7. 

 

Some of the foregoing comments made about the health agencies may imply that 

they all have a single cultural response.  However, it should be noted that the cross-

section of health agencies involved in major incidents do have their own individual 

cultures and agenda priorities. A Chief Executive of a very large PCT outlined some 

of these differences. Health managers will have a different approach to clinicians; 

General practitioners (GPs) are both clinicians and business people in their own 

right; staff working in the public health arena are concerned with probability and risk, 

and getting a decision from them can sometimes be difficult; the branch of medicine 

working within CBRN focus on emergency planning and historically see themselves 

as a separate part of the health response.   Those health agency leaders who have 

come up through their organisations via an operational background may find the 

pace of major incident response easier to match, having had a background in 

making life and death decisions, albeit on a smaller scale.   

 

The Ambulance Service – although arguably part of the health response – sees 

itself as operating as an emergency service with the same culture as the FRS and 

the Police Service.  One Ambulance Service interviewee commented that the other 

health agencies didn’t always appreciate the urgency of handling incident response; 

that they lacked familiarity with the Gold (strategic), Silver (tactical) and Bronze 

(operational) response levels, and could therefore fail to respond at the appropriate 

strategic level.  He noted that in exercises, health agencies were notoriously bad at 

getting their tasks and objectives done between the main SCG meetings; 

“sometimes they think that they are at a coffee morning”. 

It is interesting to conjecture on whether role titles affect cultural response.  One 

senior FRS officer noted that the modernisation agenda in his service had resulted 

in officers being called managers rather than commanders, and that this had 
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affected their thinking.  “You cannot manage an incident, you command it.  A 

commander can manage; a manager may not be able to command.”  The fact that 

the person leading the multi-agency response at strategic level to a major incident is 

called a Co-ordinator, (Cabinet Office, 2005) as opposed to a Commander, is a 

case in point.  As Co-ordinator, he or she would pull together the views of those 

comprising the SCG, and is not in a position to command or control the resources of 

the organisations that the SCG represents.  This will affect which interpersonal style 

is likely to be most effective in co-ordinating the incident response and will be 

covered in the section on Interpersonal Leadership Skills in Chapter 6. 

 

5.3   Gold Group competence 

The cultural, organisational and interpersonal issues highlighted previously have 

knock on effects on SCG competence, and several of these issues were mentioned 

by the interviewees as having a problematic impact.  

 

It has already been highlighted earlier in this chapter that there is a fortunate lack of 

major incidents which require the invocation of a strategic multi-agency response, 

making exercise experience a crucial part of effective incident response.  Those 

people who, for whatever reason, have little exercise experience will have difficulty 

understanding their role and that of others, may be less stress resilient, and will not 

be able to “hit the ground running” because they will need to spend time 

understanding the workings of an SCG and its support structure.  If those people 

have not worked with the team members of the Gold group, they will not be aware 

of the strengths and weaknesses present in the SCG, and they may find that 

integrating effectively into the group takes some time.  Because of the strategic 

nature of SCGs, all the participants will be leaders in their own organisations, and 

they have to balance the demands of the incident against the longer term impact of 

those decisions on their own organisations.  As one senior FRS officer noted, from 
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four to ten agencies might be involved and every agency will have different priorities 

according to how it affects their agency.  An ACC observed that sometimes people 

don't understand why they are at the SCG. They need more training about what 

they are going to undertake, and more awareness of their role in terms of 

collaboration.   

 

The importance of these expertise factors has come to the fore in some real life 

instances.  During the Gloucestershire flooding of 2007, there was a marked 

difference between the agencies who had worked at Gold group level via the Local 

Resilience Forum (LRF) and those who hadn’t. As one police interviewee present at 

Gold group meetings commented,  

“The agencies who engaged with the LRF were clear about what their roles were - 

those who were not engaged with the LRF were floundering, especially Severn 

Trent.  Initially they didn't send the right level of person … you needed someone 

who is key to the organisation who has a strategic understanding of it and has the 

power to allocate resources. If you don't have these types of people, Gold falls 

down.”   

 

There were also problems with the competing agendas of the SCG and Severn 

Trent Water.  Severn Trent wanted to make announcements about getting the water 

running in certain areas because they were losing a lot of money, and the faster 

they could get a “good news story” out to the public, the better. This clashed with an 

overarching SCG strategy to leaflet everyone in the county, warning the public not 

to drink any water coming out of their taps.  The water company couldn't say exactly 

which areas would get water and the SCG co-ordinator took the decision to override 

Severn Trent Water. This meant that they were then making decisions in the SCG 

that affected commercial considerations.  As a commercial company, Severn Trent 

Water could have ignored the veto, but in the end they bowed to peer pressure. 
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Getting the right people from some agencies to come to the SCG was also 

problematic in this incident.  There appears to be a need for both organisations, and 

individuals within organisations, to understand how the SCG works, and that 

continuity of representation at Gold is very important.  In the Gloucestershire 

flooding response, some agencies were reluctant to send people to Gold because 

of commitments elsewhere, for example the Environment Agency (EA) and the 

Highways Agency.  Other agencies sent staff in the second week of the incident 

who had not been present during the first week which meant, “a hell of a lot of 

catching up to do.  You have to find your feet before you can even get your head 

round what’s going on at that table.” 

 

Information was needed from the EA regarding flooding which was not obtained 

until a teleconference call some time after the flooding began.  In any event this 

information was wrong – “the river levels weren't going to be any worse that the 

flooding in 2000 and we were going to be OK.  Three and a half hours later the key 

installation at Mythe was flooded.  Although having someone from the EA present 

would not have changed that information, it made life difficult for the Gold 

Commander.  There was a similar problem with Highways.  Certain agencies didn't 

have continuity and hand over was cursory, producing a bottleneck in information.” 

 

An Ambulance Service interviewee observed that health agencies lack familiarity 

with the Gold/Silver/Bronze structure and the relationships within it, and when 

functioning at the Gold level can tend to get too tactical rather than taking a 

strategic overview to incident response.  This interviewee recalled that at a flooding 

incident in Oxfordshire, the health agencies at Gold level gave what he termed “a 

bronze/silver brief.”  

Although it is argued that poor exercise attendance is a high contributor to this 

knowledge/capability gap, it should be noted that no agency specifically includes 

crisis response competences in their generic selection criteria.  The agencies may 
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argue that the necessary crisis response competencies form part of the generic 

selection criteria, and that for example, an ability to make well judged decisions 

under pressure is just as necessary in normality as it is during an incident response.  

This may be true.  However,  it is suggested that it is very different to make such 

decisions in an unfamiliar environment, with a team with whom one has not worked 

before, dealing with a set of circumstances not met previously which may involve 

life or death implications, with limited and constantly changing information and 

against a very tight timeline.   

 

There is another factor contributing to inconsistent attendance, as well as the issue 

of high turnover mentioned under the section on Churn.  In large organisations like 

Health, there is a rota system for attending Gold, so it is the luck of the draw as to 

whether that person has had Gold expertise and/or training previously.  During the 

interview with a Primary Care Trust EPO, the suggestion was made by the 

researcher that there could be a core cadre of senior managers whose major 

incident training could be kept up to date, thus maintaining a consistent bank of 

expertise.  The interviewee was doubtful about this suggestion, as it would require 

the Chief Executives of the relevant Trusts to agree that such a cadre would go on 

an out of hours rota and pay them for it.  Getting people prepared to go on the rota, 

and getting the Trusts to pay for availability of personnel for something that might 

never happen, are stumbling blocks to solving the problems of consistency of 

expertise. 

 

As has been demonstrated earlier, some organisations and some individuals may 

be culturally unsuited to manifesting the change in style required to deal with such 

events.  Although the interviewees flagged up that there were exceptions, generally 

the non-blue light agencies were perceived to respond “like rabbits in the 

headlights” by the emergency services.  However, it is also possible that such views 

are reinforced by cultural bias on the part of some of the emergency services 
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personnel interviewed.  They appeared to be proud of their organisational and 

personal ability to respond effectively to incidents, and occasionally somewhat 

dismissive about other agencies, thus cultural prejudices and stereotyping about 

non-blue light services cannot be ruled out. The majority of interviewees did 

recognise the type of pressure the non-emergency services personnel might be 

under.  As one EPO – an ex-police officer – commented, “There will be people well 

out of their comfort zones, making life and death decisions with colleagues around 

the table in a way that’s beyond your comprehension … and you might well be 

subject to scrutiny and litigation.” 

 

The DCC who co-ordinated the Buncefield response thought that it would be helpful 

to test Gold teams more in training, 

 “Because we don’t exercise aggressively enough, people are not used to being 

under pressure…it is possible to hide in an exercise … people need to get a small 

sense of being in the spotlight and be responsible for the consequences of the 

decisions they are taking on behalf of their organisation.  People must have the 

authority and be able to have the personal resilience to take decisions and then go 

and make sure they happen.  Exercises don’t effectively prepare them for this 

currently.”  

 

5.4   Negative perceptions of some of the various 
participating agencies 

Reference has already been made to the diverse organisational cultures which can 

make up a multi-agency major incident response team, and the challenge of 

harnessing such diversity.  One government structure drew particular criticism – the 

Government Office for the Regions.  There are nine such offices in England and 

they work on behalf of a range of Departments in key policy areas.  Each includes 

the relevant Regional Resilience Team and their key role in relation to preparing for 

emergencies is to improve co-ordination and communication between central 

http://www.preparingforemergencies.gov.uk/government/english.shtm�
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government and local responders and other organisations. Their role is also to 

ensure that regions are prepared to respond to events which would affect most or 

all of the region, or which could overwhelm any locality (Cabinet Office, 2007).  

 

Interviewees came from geographic areas covering three of these regions, but there 

was consistency in their views about the Government Offices for the Regions and 

their function both in exercises and real incidents.  Comments were made about 

their role,   “I can’t work out what their role is … anything sizable that happens will 

mean that they are completely circumvented by COBR.”  “They are trying to carve 

out a role (for themselves) when there isn’t one.” “I’m not sure what they add … 

they are another layer of people asking questions (to answers) that have already 

been supplied elsewhere.” “I’m not sure why they exist and what they bring to the 

party.”  “I’m not sure what they do in normality leave alone an incident like 

(Buncefield).” An experienced military representative observed, “(Its) function in 

peace is so different from crisis, it would have problems morphing into a crisis 

organisation.  It’s not trained or resourced to do so.” 

 

Interviewees who were involved in real incidents were forthright about their 

respective Government Office’s involvement.  The ACC co-ordinating the response 

to a major flooding observed that representatives from the Government Office fed 

incorrect information into COBR, relying on their perception of what they thought 

was happening without checking with the Gold coordinator.  He added, “They were 

really good at arranging ministerial visits right in the heart of the emergency.”   

 

 The ACC (now DCC) who co-ordinated the response to the Buncefield fire 

remarked, “The individuals tried their best but were completely unprepared and 

unresourced for it, yet they were supposed to be the conduit of information from 

Gold to central Government.” He added that GO East had sent two people down 

with a laptop and a mobile phone when at least four people were needed.  This 
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meant that the SCG co-ordinator was getting phone calls “from all over, different 

ministries, different industries”.  GO East were feeding back information that was 

out of date and/or inaccurate and “"almost all of the things that went wrong were 

caused by confusion with national agencies."  A senior FRS officer present at the 

incident was even more direct,  

 “GO East contributed a negative nothing.  They got in the way, fed wrong 

information in to COBR … What do they offer? They offer nothing.  We all have our 

government departments that we are closely aligned to, we knew the civil servants 

involved, we liaised with them re the information. GO East got it wrong because 

they listened at the table, wrote down information without understanding the context 

and the detail, or completely missed the point. They didn't check or verify it which 

led to something being stated in Parliament that was wrong.”   

He also thought that there had been a lack of joined up thinking in Government 

departments which didn't appear to talk to each other.   

 

An interview was carried out with the Head of Regional Resilience for one of the 

GOs, who believed that the level of suspicion was reducing towards his agency, but 

this did not seem to be borne out either by formal interviews nor ad hoc comments 

from other research participants. This was summarised by one ACC who observed, 

“They don’t bring anything to the table in terms of resources, finance or advice… 

there should be nobody sitting round the table that doesn’t add to it in terms of 

decisions.”  This problematic involvement of Government Offices is not helped by 

the fact that there are no clearly written triggers for when they would get involved in 

an incident.  The Head of Regional Resilience who was interviewed outlined the 

possible circumstances for involvement,  

 

“it might be because local organisations feel they could help; because they need 

someone to filter the demands from central government; because central 

government feel they should be involved (via the lead department or Civil 
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Contingencies Secretariat as part of Cabinet Office) and suggest to the gold 

commander that they be involved; or (the Government Office) think they ought to be 

present and say so, but it’s up to local responders to decide or if the Regional 

Resilience Forum see this as a developing event.” 

 

One police interviewee raised an area of tension with Government Liaison Officers 

(GLOs) who are the main liaison channels between COBR and the Gold group 

when a central government response is required.  He perceived them as difficult 

people because “I think they think we are all stupid. There is an institutional 

arrogance within the civil service to the police ...they've not even tried to understand 

that people outside the civil service have got a brain”.   

 

It was not only these government agencies that attracted negative comments from 

interviewees.  ACC Matthews thought that the emergency services, military and 

County Council responders reacted well because they rehearsed together regularly. 

Private sectors like Severn Trent Water and Eon (the energy company) had trouble 

relating to the emergency structure. The turning point in first week was when the 

West Midlands Police inserted senior officers into Severn Trent Water H.Q. in 

Coventry, set up a gold/silver/bronze system and helped them to operate within it.  

“Their emergency plan never catered to this level of incident.  The representatives 

sent were very willing and able individuals ... (but) had no understanding of the 

command structure, how the coordinating group would work or indeed their 

responsibilities around that coordinating group."   

 

Another police officer present at the SCG for this incident observed that there had 

been tension between the Drinking Water Inspectorate, Severn Trent Water and the 

health agencies over when the water would be fit to drink again, and what the 

procedure would be.  It was “almost like children in a playground … squabbling over 

whose responsibility it was and who was going to do this.” In the end, the Chief 
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Constable spoke with senior representatives from the Scientific and Technical 

Advice Cell and resolved it.  The interviewee thought that “there wasn’t a strong 

character from Health who said this is our area of expertise, this is what we are here 

to advise you on, this is my advice, it’s up to you whether you heed this.”  He added 

that Health representatives were difficult to hear around the Gold table and that 

when they were in their comfort zone talking among themselves they were far more 

animated.  This may be an issue of confidence, as these representatives were in an 

unfamiliar and stressful environment.  However, I observed the same behaviours by 

health representatives in Exercise Sentinel, described in Chapter 5. 

 

A senior FRS officer thought that the local authority EPOs were enthusiasts but 

didn’t have the strategic skills that would be expected at SCG level, partly because 

their background would have been operational.  He believed that they had an 

understanding of protocol and procedure, but were less broad in their thinking about 

strategic, political and reputational risks. 

 

A Chief Executive of a large Primary Care Trust thought that Health agencies did 

not have a clear understanding of the roles at SCG, or when one agency should 

defer to another, as with the Security Services for example.  He also observed that 

there were different agendas within the same organisation, and there was still some 

ambiguity in terms of health response because they are a separate set of statutory 

bodies. 

 

There was some doubt raised as to why the Ambulance Service should have a 

separate seat at Gold and not be included as part of the Health contingent.  One 

EPO commented, “The Ambulance over egg their role … they are a glorified taxi 

service for injured people.  Under the terms of the (Civil Contingencies) Act, they 

aren’t an emergency service.” 
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Despite all these negative comments, it is interesting to note that in the real 

incidents that this research covers, the people interviewed who were involved in 

those incidents believed that the SCG had successfully responded to the incident.  

This may be because the synergy of the group outweighed individual problematic 

approaches; or because in a real incident, people will pull together better than 

during an exercise.  The SCG has more to lose in a real crisis, and individuals are 

less able to fall back on temporising about decision-making because there is less 

tolerance for this.  Perhaps as one military interviewee observed, it works because 

of “a typical British compromise - a coalition of the willing."  Ultimately, looking at the 

two major incidents which were case studies in this research, the Buncefield fire 

was put out, and the floods did recede, and fresh water was delivered to those that 

needed it, and other essential services were resumed quickly for most of the public.  

However, both incidents were subject to public inquiries, and lessons have been 

highlighted. 

 

5.5  Contextual factors 

5.5.1 Emergency Structure 

One EPO thought that the way emergency response is structured in the UK is a 

contributory factor to the lack of clarity around the scope of decision-making in an 

incident in a way which does not pertain in other countries.  In the US, for example, 

firefighters are nearly all paramedics; the local fire chief has primacy over the police 

in an incident. In France, the chief of police would report to the Prefect, a 

government official, unlike the UK where the Chief Constable is responsible only to 

the relevant local Police Authority. In the UK, there is no equivalent of a national or 

regional emergency planning and response organisation, and each police service is 

sovereign in their own area.  This is one of the primary reasons put forward by 

some police interviewees as to why it is difficult to put in place an experienced rapid 

deployment force covering the whole country. 
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Even individual agencies have different reporting structures depending on local 

arrangements.  In the FRS, there is a difference between a County Fire Service and 

a combined Fire Authority.  The former is a department of the County Council; the 

latter is a combined Fire Authority with political representation from unitary 

authorities. In the county brigades such as Gloucestershire, the Chief Fire Officer is 

regarded as a County official, and Fire and Rescue is just one of his references.  

Thus, the CFO takes a different role which might result in any fire resources being 

deployed, as in the response to Foot and Mouth Disease.  

 

The regional structure is invoked when an incident affects more than local issues or 

geographic areas.  Examples include flooding, severe weather or a crisis affecting a 

major utility.  Regional Resilience Teams operate from each of the Government 

Offices in the nine English regions, and take the lead in managing key relationships 

with Category 1 and 2 responders, communicating between regional partners and 

gather information for Central Government.  However, this structure drew 

opprobrium from some of the interviewees:  “regional (structure) is a completely 

incoherent mess – it doesn’t work as it currently is”; “it’s another complication”.  At 

one exercise on pandemic flu cited during the research interviews, one county 

emergency service said that it didn’t recognise the regional structure and wasn’t 

sending any representation to the regional meetings.  This appeared to be based on 

a lack of faith in the regional structure.  Another interviewee who was present at the 

exercise observed, “Decisions were being passed up from regional level to national 

level, and then being passed promptly back down again as a local responsibility.  

Not a single decision was taken in the whole of the exercise by anybody regionally, 

or nationally.” Another interviewee who was involved in the Gloucestershire flooding 

was not convinced that co-ordination was effective enough at regional level “though 

we are well practiced at local level.  There was a tension as it was between Gold 

and RCCC (Regional Civil Contingencies Committee) around what they were trying 

to do.  There is no regional commissioner until emergency powers are declared and 
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that has never been tested.  Who chooses who the regional commissioner will be?  

Is it one of the local ACPOs or somebody else?  As a mechanism, I’m not sure how 

it will work.  Who controls it?” 

 

London is an exception to the credibility gap regarding regional structures.  London 

is not viewed as a County but as a region, and all the emergency services are also 

regional, supporting London’s 33 local authorities.  Emergency planning and 

exercising is based with the London FRS, but carried out on behalf of all the local 

authorities, and therefore the various agencies work together more regularly and 

consistently at a regional level than in the regional County-based structure.  The 

activities and the prominence of the Regional Resilience Team are very different in 

London, where people are seconded in to write operational plans and doctrine. 

 

Problems with national level structure were also highlighted by DCC Parr, 

responding to the Buncefield fire.  No lead Government Ministry was appointed, so 

he was taking calls from a very wide range of stakeholder Ministries, including 

Transport, Trade, Defence, the (then) Deputy Prime Minister’s Office, Number 10 

(Prime Minister’s Office) , and DEFRA (Department for Environment, Food and 

Rural Affairs).  “It was like standing in a swarm of bees with a tennis racket”.  As 

DCC Parr observed, “Buncefield was the first real test after the CCA (Civil 

Contingencies Act) came in.  The only people who didn’t have a structure in place 

was national government … they need to get their own house in order.” However, 

he added later that “the government do seem to have got their house in order after 

Buncefield and listened well to all the feedback.” 

 

Effectiveness levels do seem to vary depending on the type of incident being 

responded to.  A military interviewee commented that with counter-terrorism 

incidents, the Home Office is adept and well practiced at dealing with such 

incidents, and have a system that is understood and clear cut.  This was in contrast 
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to DEFRA and their handling of Foot and Mouth outbreaks, which the interviewee 

thought was far more centrist in approach, paying lip service to the local level.  He 

commented that counter-terrorism incidents were “simpler to command, because it 

is clear on its responsibilities, clear on its chain of command, people appreciate 

need to know and security, everything falls into line ... in a well understood tried 

(and tested) way, with a common aim and common agenda in a way that you can 

easily unite behind it and that isn't necessarily so for so called Acts of God.” 

 

Local Resilience Forums (LRFs) bring together Category 1 and 2 responders within 

a local police area in order to plan for emergencies, as required by the Civil 

Contingencies Act.  However, they are not as yet set up as statutory bodies, and 

according to one interviewee, vary in consistency around the country.  As the 

members of the LRF usually make up the membership of gold, silver and bronze 

teams in the event of an incident, the consistency and efficacy of LRFs will have 

implications for the effectiveness of the response teams.  It will be interesting to see 

whether the Comprehensive Performance Assessment due to be introduced in 2009 

and which will measure delivery of emergency planning, and thus the performance 

of the LRF, will trigger positive changes in effectiveness. 

 

Regional Resilience Forums (RRFs) also take place, but as with the previously cited 

remarks around regional emergency structure, these too are not seen as valuable.  

One Chief Fire Officer said that his RRF is the worst meeting he attends, “It does 

nothing, goes nowhere, (is) attended by loads of people, but I don’t know what it 

adds in terms of value to anyone.  It’s bureaucracy which costs the tax payer and 

adds nothing”. 

 

One of the topics discussed with some of the interviewees was whether it would be 

feasible to have a government department whose focus was emergency planning 

and response, similar to the Department of Homeland Security in the US.  One 
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interviewee thought that it would be constitutionally impossible.  He said that In the 

UK, there is no system of central government passing down edicts to regional level, 

then to County level and from thence to unitary authorities, districts, parishes and 

town councils. In the UK, central government works alongside local government, 

government departments and quangos (quasi-autonomous non-governmental 

organisations which are part of central government but operate at arm's length from 

it).  This is not a tiered structure and central government has no primacy, for COBR 

does not manage the incident, it manages the information arising from it. 

Interviewees did raise concerns about the structure. One interviewee noted that 

although “the Government always say they don’t interfere with operational issues … 

they do.  The first person talking about the Glasgow bombings was the Home 

Secretary, not the Police Commander”. In the context of the Gloucestershire 

flooding in 2007, another observed in relation to the RCCC and COBR, "if 

something happened tomorrow disaster-wise in this country at the moment ... we 

don't have the structure there...COBR  ... have the will and part of their remit to 

provide various things that can't be sourced any other way, but they don't have the 

logistics, don't have the planners, they can't deliver on what they are there for."  The 

interviewee cited inability to get portaloos and other essential equipment to flooded 

area.  There are no national and regional reserves of supplies that might be needed 

if there was a disaster - no food, heat, or lighting reserves. 

 

Another interviewee raised the issue of the wider political implications around 

regionalisation, believed to be part of the agenda of the former Deputy Prime 

Minister - John Prescott - who was known to be a strong advocate of a regionalist 

agenda.  The interviewee thought that there was wariness around a hidden agenda 

with Government Offices, that the boundaries around the different agencies were 

constantly changing and overlapping, and that this made it problematic to effectively 

co-ordinate emergency response.  He perceived that central government was 

making this more and more difficult by changing boundaries, which also affected 
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effective working relationships. He believed that there was a need to tread carefully 

with regionalisation, because of its negative impact on local knowledge and 

effective handling of emergencies.  The regionalisation of emergency services is 

also raising concern, because the LRFs would then look very different. 

 

There is a staged Civil Contingencies Act Enhancement Programme currently under 

way which is examining what areas of the CCA need to be reviewed to ensure that 

the legislation and supporting guidance is consistent and robust.  This review has 

been triggered by reviews of recent crises, including the Pitt review of the summer 

floods in 2007, and may take up to three years to complete, though Phase 1 is due 

to be completed by Spring 2009.  This phase will cover improving CCA compliance 

and performance management methods; better responder engagement in 

collaborative working; better fit with other legislation; new CCA responders; 

renewing CCA arrangements for London; and an update of Emergency Response 

and Recovery.  It is intended that the implementation of new guidance and practices 

will follow.  The author has no information as to the detail of what will emerge, but it 

is hoped that some of the issues highlighted in this thesis will be addressed. 

 

5.5.2 Primacy 

It can be seen that the current emergency structure is multi-layered, and one of the 

issues discussed in the research was the topic of primacy in Gold groups - “where 

the buck stopped.” In Chapter 1, the authority of the SCG was described as laid 

down in Emergency Response and Recovery, the Cabinet Office guidance on 

integrated emergency management, (Cabinet Office, 2005).   The role of the SCG 

co-ordinator as laid down by Emergency Response and Recovery is somewhat 

unspecific.  It states, “It will normally  (author’s emphasis) be the role of the police to 

co-ordinate the gold management level and therefore to chair the SCG, particularly 

where there is an immediate threat to human life, a possibility that the emergency 

was a result of criminal activity, or significant public order implications.  However, 
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depending on the nature of the emergency, this role may be undertaken by another 

agency (e.g. in some health emergencies).  In these circumstances an agency other 

than the police may initiate and lead the SCG.” 

 

I was interested to find out whether the Gold coordinator was acting as a voice for 

the whole group, or whether he or she would act as a consultative leader taking on 

board all points of view, and then making a decision. There was a somewhat 

inconsistent view from the interviewees about this.  Some were unclear, but 

assumed that the SCG co-ordinator would take the lead, some were sure that the 

buck stopped with the SCG co-ordinator.  ACC Matthews noted that during the 

Gloucestershire flooding, it often fell to him to make the final call, “I’ve heard what 

you’ve all got to say, this is what we are going to do.”  His view was that the SCG 

did not challenge this approach.  There appeared to be no precedent: “whether the 

approach we adopt would be subject to scrutiny and would stand the test of time is 

a different issue. I don't know...of a complex multi-agency life and death situation 

that's happened where there has been an investigation into determining whether the 

corporate governance arrangements were right and whether any one was liable."  

One police superintendent took a blunt view on what would happen if there was a 

disagreement in the SCG as to what to do, “the police would probably take note and 

then do what they want.”  DCC Parr was clear on the issue of primacy, “we need a 

shared understanding that we are now in a command and control environment… 

the Emperor's New Clothes element of no-one's in charge, we're all in this together 

which is rubbish...  everyone cedes to the Gold Commander a percentage of their 

own autonomy, and they can at the drop of a hat withdraw it."  

 

Primacy issues affect the way an incident is handled, and the people involved in 

responding to it.  An ACC cited a recent exercise where he had excluded a 

representative of a particular agency because he "clearly was only interested in 

representing his own agenda and the agenda of (his agency) ...and did something 
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completely unacceptable in my view".  During a mock media briefing, the alert state 

was changed to a higher level.  Instead of finishing the brief, going back into the 

SCG, reviewing strategy and then rebriefing the media, this representative said, "I 

need to tell you it's just gone to alert state two."   This put pressure on the rest of the 

team briefing the media, as it looked as if they were in a state of confusion.  The 

ACC excluded the representative because he didn't understand the situation and 

had also been disruptive, and the ACC confirmed that he would do this in a real 

incident as well. 

 

There was no opportunity to interview the representative concerned to get his view 

of what happened, but this story is interesting because it spotlights a debate about 

the primacy of the Gold coordinator.  If their role is purely to co-ordinate action, how 

does this fit with the exclusion of a team member? It might be argued that this 

action was taken in order to ensure that the credibility of the SCG, at the behest of 

the SCG co-ordinator. If so, then “co-ordination” has a wider remit than its original 

meaning might imply. 

 

Although Emergency Response and Recovery refers to the possibility of someone 

other than the police acting as SCG co-ordinator, in general it is a senior police 

officer who tends to carry out the role.  Interviewees generally agreed that other 

agencies were happy for the police to take the lead in the response stage of 

incident response, although it was usual for this role to be handed to another 

agency (often to a local authority) at the recovery stage.  When this handover takes 

place can sometimes be a bone of contention.  ACC Matthews noted that there was 

a scrutiny process which was instigated by Gloucestershire County Council 

subsequent to the incident.  There were questions raised about why the police were 

still leading the response after 24 hours, to which he responded that there were 

criteria laid down by the police around what constituted the end of the emergency.  

In this case, it was when people had drinkable water coming out of their taps, 
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because at the height of the incident, a lot of homes had no electricity or water and 

their homes were flooded.  ACC Matthews’ view that the local authority would 

challenge police primacy was supported by interviewees in other geographic areas. 

One local authority EPO thought that the police wanted primacy when they 

shouldn’t have it, commenting “The police sometimes want to control everything and 

do it themselves, when we can help them.”   However another EPO observed that 

one of the first actions in an SCG was to agree parameters and terms of reference 

depending on the incident being dealt with.   

 

Several police interviewees thought that agencies were glad that the police were 

prepared to take on the role of SCG co-ordinator because of their experience in 

command and control.  “Once you’ve picked up the ball, no one wants to take it 

from you.”  However, some did admit that the police could have a tendency to take 

over chairing roles out of frustration that decisions aren’t being made. 

 

One incident cited where the police were not leading the response was an outbreak 

of Foot and Mouth disease in certain areas of South East England in August 2007.  

The co-ordinating organisation was DEFRA.  A senior police officer interviewed 

thought that the response was managed poorly; “they raised a lot of anxiety, set a 

lot of hares running and seemed to be incredibly indecisive about whether do they, 

don’t they shut footpaths.” He also thought that DEFRA were reluctant to share 

what they were doing with the people who were going to do it for them.  He believed 

that police services are competitive with each other but less precious about lead 

roles, “it’s who is best placed to do it, not the organisation who gets the most kudos 

for doing it.” 

 
It can be seen that the difficulties facing the leadership of SCGs are many and 

varied. Organisational factors such as churn have their effects on exercise 

commitment as well as on interpersonal effectiveness, due to the inability of 
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participants to form longstanding working relationships with each other.  Cultural 

factors have a much greater effect on multi-agency response than the author had at 

first thought.  Decision-making, organisational priorities at all levels and the 

complexity of structure within public organisations are all affected by cultural norms. 

Different perceptions of participating agencies will affect how decisions are made. 

The way the emergency structure is set up in the UK also has the capacity to 

enhance or detract from Gold effectiveness. The competence of SCGs will be 

negatively impacted if roles are not understood, or the right people are not sent to 

exercises and incidents.  

 

In order to address some of these challenges, interviewees discussed the skills, 

qualities and attributes that leaders would need to have in order to be effective. In 

the next chapter, these competences and their implications will be discussed 

further. 
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CHAPTER 6 
INTERVIEW FINDINGS: SKILLS, QUALITIES AND 

COMPETENCES AFFECTING EFFECTIVE 
LEADERSHIP 

 

A virtue is the mean between two vices, excess and defect. 

Aristotle (2000 s.31) 

 

6.1  The requirement for leadership skills, knowledge and 
qualities  

 
It can be seen that there are considerable challenges in leading the strategic multi-

agency response to a major incident.  Not only does a leader have to deal with a 

complex incident unfurling at speed, with a high volume of information which often 

“comes in the wrong order”, he or she has to co-ordinate people from cultures 

different to his or her own.   The team may not have worked with each other before 

or have had experience or training in incident management under time pressure, 

and where people’s lives and property are at risk.  Roles and responsibilities are 

likely to vary from incident to incident, and some team members may be diffident 

about speaking out to highlight their lack of understanding. There may be tensions 

between the agenda of the SCG and individual organisational pressures and 

agendas, and disagreements over primacy, expertise and the will and skill to make 

sound decisions.  Different stakeholders may have different expectations as to what 

constitutes the best outcome in returning to normality, and will be putting pressure 

at varying times on the SCG to deliver against those expectations. 

 

The co-ordinator who faces that formidable (and by no means exhaustive) list of 

challenges requires a particular set of skills, knowledge and personal qualities to 

respond effectively.  All the interviewees recognised that certain attributes were 

required, but these views were not uniformly consistent.  Interviewee opinion 

appeared to be influenced not only by their own experience, but by the culture from 
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which they came and their own personal preferences.  For example, one senior 

FRS officer recognised that he is a completer-finisher, likes things in boxes and 

prefers leader attributes which will meet those needs.   

 

It is argued that people generally prefer leadership in their own image – that is, what 

people want from leaders will closely approximate how they themselves lead.  Thus, 

if someone is a task- focused leader, they may want the person leading them to be 

task- focused, or they may ascribe a high value to task- focused leadership. Groups 

of followers who share personality characteristics with their leader perceive this 

leader as more effective (Schyns and Felfe, 2006). This may lead to a lack of 

recognition of the importance and value of non-task focused criteria, such as 

interpersonal skills.  An interviewee comment illustrates this, “"if you are a good 

leader, you are a good leader because of what you deliver.  I don't need to cosy up 

to someone and like them to appreciate them as a leader."  Another based his 

criteria of Gold leader effectiveness on "whether they set a strategy, determined 

tactical parameters and gave very clear instructions to deliver that strategy". 

 

This preference for “leadership in one’s own image” also extends to interpersonal 

style.  One interviewee commented that he found a particular SCG co-ordinator too 

introvert for his taste and so struggled to communicate with him on a personal level.  

He didn’t find him as personable as another co-ordinator he had worked with.  

Clearly, relationship building is a key factor in engaging this interviewee, but it is 

argued that this will be important for all members of the SCG.  However, the team 

members will need to be engaged differently depending on their own individual 

motivators. 

 

There were varying views as to whether Gold team members and leaders already 

had the relevant skills, knowledge and qualities by virtue of their current role or 

rank.  For some, “once you reach a certain rank, it is assumed you can handle 
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anything”; it’s “no different from the day job (in terms of qualities and abilities 

required)”; and “if you are good in normality, you would already have skills important 

on Gold:  reacting quickly, taking orders from someone else, being a team player, 

being decisive, turning up on time etc”.  This last interviewee did also point out that 

poor leaders in normality will be shown up even more in an incident. 

 

 However, most interviewees (especially those of ACC and equivalent rank) were 

not of the opinion that role automatically predicated effectiveness in coordinating a 

strategic multi-agency response.  One interviewee underlined the importance of 

promoting leadership from the ground up, and not presuming that leadership only 

evinces when a person operates at a senior level.  DCC Parr observed "you can 

reach ACPO level and... be a highly effective highly successful police officer without 

being any good at running major incidents - it's an individual skill set." A senior FRS 

officer noted that in his service, there was now more of a requirement to 

demonstrate proof of competence, rather than the “expectation that the Dep(uty) 

could manage operational incidents simply because of his badges of rank.”   

 

A Chief Superintendent commented, “senior police officers (ACC level and above) 

will probably think they can deal with it very comfortably without that sort of (major 

incident) training.  … There is a difference in senior officers … between the ones 

who could do it tomorrow in their sleep to those who actually aren't very good at all".  

He went on to say that his view derived from his experience at Silver level and that 

a Chief Police Officer might take a very different view. However, his view is 

endorsed by ACCs interviewed who believed that there was a difference between 

innate skills and skills acquired through training, and that some people would never 

make good SCG co-ordinators, however much training they received.  DCC Parr 

thought that what separated the sheep from the goats was “not just rank and 

training, although some have more practice at dealing with incidents …this may be 

down to self selection.  ...People who really don't want to do it shouldn't be made to.  
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There are some people who really want to do it who should be stopped.”   He 

stressed, “you have got to like (being a gold commander)  and that adrenalin and 

buzz.  I love taking decisions ... that other people won't take, because I like applying 

certain thought processes to it".  He was also of the opinion that there was, 

 “much more ambiguity and subjectivity around decision-making the higher up you 

go - some are less comfortable with that because something has to inform the 

subjectivity.  If it is purely defensive in critical incident terms, you end up with 

...shilly-shallying (where they say)"Let's wait a bit and gather more 

information."…There must be a liking - an aptitude - for taking difficult decisions 

based on who you are, not what you know.  It comes from inside. .. (Standing up to 

the government) isn't something you get trained to do." 

 

This was reinforced by the Chief Executive of a large PCT, “Some individuals are 

unhappy about taking the lead – you could see the difference when there were shift 

changes, some were more subjective and were getting emotional about the possible 

effect on people they knew, others were more objective and detached from the 

emotion without being callous.” 

 

 It is argued therefore that there needs to be an innate preference for dealing with 

such high pressure, fast moving incidents, and that no amount of training can 

engender or enhance this unless the seed of that preference is already present.  

Thus, this has implications on the selection of SCG co-ordinators and their teams.  

However, it is recognised that in reality, this might be a counsel of perfection.  In 

Chapter 5, it was noted that in many organisations sending participants to an SCG, 

individuals are on a rota system, and that they are selected by role rather than 

experience or specific skill sets related to managing major incidents. 
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6.2  Skills, knowledge and qualities identified by 
interviewees 

 
These are divided into four main categories:  task skills, interpersonal skills, 

stakeholder skills and personal attributes.  Underpinning them is expertise gained 

through personal life experience, experience of exercises and real incidents, and 

relevant training. 

6.2.1 Task skills 

 
Interviewees consistently identified the importance of setting a strategy when 

handling a multi-agency response to a major incident.  The strategy must be 

achievable, deliverable and engaged with by all the participants of the Gold team. 

This is not only key for the members of the Gold team, but also for the Silver team 

endeavouring to implement Gold strategy.  During a police Gold exercise observed 

by the researcher, one of the directing staff lamented the lack of strategy, and 

remembering his experience as a Silver Commander, stressed that he “wanted 

someone to say this is our strategy, and this is what I want done – you get on and 

do it and this is what I want you to achieve.  And that was never said.”  For this 

interviewee, effectiveness hinged on a Gold leader’s ability to set strategy, 

determine tactical parameters and give clear instructions on delivering that strategy.  

However, he also added that setting a strategy did not ensure that it was the right 

strategy. 

 

Another police interviewee noted that ineffective Gold leaders failed to set a clear 

strategic direction: “someone who tells you that's fine, go and do it because you 

have nothing to work with - does that mean I have no tactical parameters, I have to 

go back each time, I make them up?   This either means they trust you or they don't 

know what to do, but everybody needs to know where they stand.” 
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On the other hand, interviewees thought that SCG co-ordinators who failed to “keep 

out of the weeds” and got down into too much detail were equally ineffective. One 

example cited was an exercise which involved a terrorist attack on a key weapons 

establishment, where a senior Ministry of Defence police officer was more 

concerned with how many windows there were in the building than in setting the 

overall strategy.  Some felt that such micromanagement would indicate a lack of 

trust in Silver and Bronze teams.  Keeping the strategic focus was felt to be 

especially crucial when members of the Gold group were trying to “push things 

down a tactical alleyway.”  It was noted in Chapter 5 that for some team members, 

staying with the tactical level kept them in their zone of confidence in a stressful 

situation. 

 

A common task skill identified by the interviewees was the ability to distil information 

quickly in a complex, continually changing scenario, in order to be able to adapt to 

the new reality.  This is initiated by situational awareness, identifying what has 

happened, what the implications are, detecting the dangers and ascertaining who is 

affected, or likely to be affected.  The ability to absorb and assimilate all the issues 

at speed, getting to the heart of the issue, is therefore essential, as is quickly 

appreciating their significance.  As one interviewer wryly commented, it is also 

important to have “the humility to ask when they don't know - not a commonly found 

feature - and make use of (that) advice.”   As the scenario changes, the objective 

also needs to be adjusted accordingly.  DCC Parr observed, “"You develop filters 

and alarm bells when information comes in …that allow you to prioritise and to 

become alert to what might be important information… you have to see yourself at 

the centre of this web of information and to be aware of the ramifications of other 

people's actions.”  

 

The constantly shifting picture indicates that a tolerance of ambiguity is important as 

is the flexibility and willingness to alter course.   One of the behaviours identified as 
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present in ineffective SCG co-ordinators is the inability to review the situation and 

change direction where necessary. Questions arising from regular situational review 

are the foundation for sound decision-making, here exemplified by an experienced 

SCG co-ordinator: “Have we contained it? Have we minimised anything else 

happening? Is it cordoned?  Have we moved people away?  Can it get any worse?”  

This facilitates the summarising of events and the refocus of the team, as well as 

identifying the implications of taking action – or not – and the prioritisation of those 

actions.   

 

 ACC Matthews, in charge of the response to the 2007 Gloucestershire flooding, 

gave a vivid example.  

 “The focus for first 24 hours was on dealing with the flooding and its implications on 

the population, but it went off in so many different directions.  At the time we were 

focusing on the rise in water levels in Gloucester docks, we knew there was a threat 

to the prison there, we were liaising with the Home office on prison evacuation, 600 

homes needed evacuating and people not wishing to leave their homes, and rest 

centres to be set up.  In the middle of that, the Fire Chief came in and said we have 

a chemical spillage right in the heart of the docks, connected to water level rising 

because water had accessed a chemical tank in the docks, but creating an entirely 

different scenario.” 

 

There was a debate in the SCG on the implications for planning, change of 

priorities, risk to people and staff in the area.  At this point, the ACC remembered 

saying, "Somebody tell me this is an exercise!" 

 

Interlinked with this ability to reassess incident progress and change tack where 

necessary is the prioritisation of tasks and the creation of new options.  ACC 

Matthews noted the importance of being able to juggle several balls at once, 

ensuring that there are appropriate structures to deal with a cross section of 
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activities with the same resources.  Other interviewees reiterated the importance of 

summarising the situation effectively and being clear about the desired outcome of 

an incident so that the tactical parameters could be identified and conflicting issues 

pinpointed.  Horizon scanning and identifying the pathways of escalation can also 

help identify actions that are not appropriate to take as well as the minor operational 

matters which may be “parked.” The immediate issues for everyone around the 

SCG table can be considered and decisions made about what can and can’t be 

achieved. As a senior FRS officer commented, “A good (co-ordinator) will give you a 

clear sense of what you are dealing with and this facilitates your own contribution.” 

An SCG co-ordinator is not just setting priorities for actions in an incident, but 

managing the priorities of others. 

 

It is also important to keep the balance between clarity of objectives and tolerance 

of ambiguity.  The one must not be sacrificed for the other.  DCC Parr recalled that 

during the Buncefield incident,  

 "People wanted to pump fuel …you can't ignore that … you can't ignore the fact 

that the Prime Minister has had three heads of state on the phone to him saying is 

this going to pollute my country  ...what you can do is say a) Can I do anything 

about it b) Is it my job to do anything about it c) is there another way of fixing it.  (I 

can't do anything about it) because I have a crime scene ... I am putting a crime 

scene above an extra £2000 on every Air France flight.  They are rich, they can 

afford it ...I'll never get another chance to look at my crime scene.  The second 

element is can I do anything about it?  I could but it's not my business deciding 

where and how aircraft refuel.  And thirdly - is there another way of dealing with it - 

yes, there is.  Bloody get your fuel in France.  You have to say no." 

 

The ability to generate options was also considered an important skill for SCG co-

ordinators.  Although there are standard operating procedures (SOPs) in place for 

incident handling, as one of the interviewees observed, “You can’t have a procedure 
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for everything, so you adapt and invent accordingly.  You need policies and 

procedures, but if they aren’t there, it’s down to the individual Gold commander to 

think outside the box”.  A senior FRS officer spoke of SOPs as being for the 

guidance of wise men and the obedience of fools. “I am hardwired around what I 

have to consider, and then I think about the variables.  I need to think outside the 

box without being too maverick and disruptive, as that could waste resources and 

cause upheaval.”  

 

 ACC Matthews, aware of the importance of a police presence during the 

Gloucestershire floods despite the Constabulary’s stretched resources, deployed 

civilian police support staff in police logoed fluorescent jackets. “We needed to look 

internally for resources even if it wasn’t their job and they weren’t trained.  We got 

Unison (Trades Union) agreement to do this and this gave us huge flexibility.”  

However, ACC Matthews recognised that this could not have been maintained 

beyond the two weeks that the civilian staff were deployed – they would need 

resting, and the whole force was already on 12 hour shifts. 

 

In creating options, sometimes counter-intuitive decisions have to be made.  One 

FRS officer cited the Buncefield incident, where the choices were between letting 

the fire burn out with the consequent plume effect which had the potential to affect 

the health of the public, or applying a lot of foam to the site of the fire which could 

affect the environment and pollute the water course for the next 35 years.  Such 

political and public implications are often the criteria for judging effectiveness of 

incident handling, and subsequent public inquiries raise questions about the 

decisions that Gold have made in order to achieve its outcome; what options they 

considered; and why they chose one option over another. 

Not all options are feasible when considered in the wider context.  During the 

Gloucestershire floods, one option presented was to bring in a pipeline which would 

involve digging up certain roads, only for the SCG co-ordinator to discover that 
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there were concerns from central government.  This was due to cabling embedded 

in the roads which served the Government Communications HQ at Cheltenham, a 

fact which had understandably not been shared with other agencies. 

 

Setting the strategy, adapting it to a continually changing reality, identifying options 

and prioritising what actions need to be taken all underpin one of the most essential 

task skills – that of decision-making.  One of the ACCs interviewed said that he tries 

to discipline himself rather than going off at a tangent when making a decision, and 

thinks about the reason for making them.   He voiced his decision-making process, 

"What are the key issues, what are the decisions that need to be made, have I got 

enough information to make the decision ... is it necessary to make a decision ... 

(what is) the impact of making a decision or not making a decision."  He is 

scrupulous about recording his decisions and their rationale, aware that they may 

be subject to scrutiny at a later stage. 

 

The ability to make clear, well articulated decisions supported with a rationale was 

frequently highlighted as distinguishing the effective from the ineffective SCG co-

ordinator. “A poor Gold commander will allow discussions to wander and not get 

decisions made” said one EPO.  A senior FRS officer stressed that “you can’t have 

a Chinese Parliament, the Sergeant Wilson syndrome, “Would you mind awfully.””  

He felt very strongly that there is nothing worse than someone who can’t make a 

decision – for him, that was worse than making a wrong decision.   Other ineffective 

behaviours cited were putting off decision-making because of the fear of making 

mistakes, or because of concerns that wrong decisions would negatively affect 

future career ambitions. Said one Deputy Chief Fire Officer “You have to be 

prepared to go with what you know even if you don’t have all the information, and 

take action ... if everything you know isn’t as much as you want to know, tough luck.  

That’s what your professional judgement is for.”  This issue is closely interlinked 

with the personal attribute of moral courage, which will be discussed later in this 
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chapter.  Decision-making is not just about the ability to make a logical decision 

based on a clear rationale.  It is also about the willingness to make tough judgement 

calls. As one senior FRS officer observed, “you need to be able to focus on the 

situation and (the) decision-making rather than be paralysed about the implications 

of your decision: even if it might affect you personally”.  For this interviewee, it was 

a matter of professionalism; he cited an incident where flooding had affected some 

of the homes of the firefighters responding to a major flooding incident.  

 

Decision-making has to be made based on input from variety of agencies and with 

the support of those sitting around the SCG table.  As well as strong interpersonal 

skills – which will be discussed later in this chapter - expertise in meeting skills also 

supports effective decision-making and is also linked with effective task delegation.  

An SCG is not in permanent session.  Regular meetings are held at which 

objectives are set, actions identified and team members tasked with various 

activities.  The meetings need to be well run and highly focused if they are to be 

effective.  It falls to the SCG co-ordinator to chair these meetings: to get an agreed 

strategy in place for responding to the incident;  to set a meeting discipline around 

the length and frequency of meetings, and the agenda topics to be discussed; to 

encourage people to contribute and to make sure the more reticent are 

appropriately included. One interviewee recalled a highly effective SCG co-ordinator 

he had worked with.  This individual instigated regular meetings which lasted no 

longer than 15 minutes, addressing key issues and “extracting the nuggets”.  He 

summarised and reflected back to the group, focused everyone at the right strategic 

level and recorded the decisions that were being made. Another interviewee 

remembered that one effective SCG co-ordinator he worked with always ran his 

meetings on time, was succinct and to the point, and had a well structured agenda.  

The interviewee thought that the more complex the incident, the more important 

these skills would be. 
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Ineffective SCG co-ordinators let meetings drift, failed to set clear timings and 

allowed meetings to go on too long and were “debaters.”  It shouldn’t be “one long 

meeting that doesn’t allow you to carry out any actions.” Other criticisms were of co-

ordinators who gave the impression that they did not value their team, not engaging 

the team members, and leaving them feeling frustrated.  Ineffective co-ordinators 

did not delegate appropriately, did not say what was required and left people to “do 

their own thing”, failing to co-ordinate the group or provide a focus. 

 

The emergency services often make use of the concept of the “golden hour”.  This 

does not refer literally to the duration of an hour, but is more about the concept of 

what needs to be addressed at the outset of an incident.  These include establishing 

control, identifying key roles, getting people to tackle the key objectives, and setting 

priorities.  Many of the golden hour principles require effective delegation.  One of 

the outcomes of effective meetings revolves around team members knowing who is 

going to do what in between plenaries.  It is important to lay out expectations and 

roles at the start of an incident response, although this needs to be reiterated and 

revisited throughout the duration of the incident, as new people come on board. 

“There should be no doubt about what is expected of you,” summarised one 

interviewee. However, how this is achieved is also a matter of skilled interpersonal 

interaction – people need to be engaged, not just told.  Overdoing the “command 

and control” method can switch off participating agencies and SCG co-ordinators 

who take that approach risk being seen as overbearing and overly directive.  A good 

delegator will ensure that people take the required action without getting involved in 

the detail him or herself.  Standing away from the detail allows them to take the 

overview that they need to take as an effective Gold coordinator. 

6.2.2 Interpersonal skills 

 
While task skills are essential in successfully responding to major incidents, they 

are not the only contributors to effectiveness.  As one police Silver commander 
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stressed, people must be motivated to engage with the incident, so that they want to 

work for the Gold leader. This ability to engage with others is part of the skill set 

known as interpersonal skills.  There are a number of skills and abilities that may 

form part of the taxonomy of interpersonal skills, all of which are interrelated.  They 

include verbal and non-verbal communication skills, negotiating and influencing and 

emotional intelligence.  This last ability refers to a capacity for self-awareness, 

knowing and managing one’s own emotions as well as those of others, self-

motivation and relationship handling.   It is a relatively new topic of psychology 

research, and as such is constantly developing and changing.  It should be 

therefore be noted that its precise definition is still a matter of contention amongst 

academics.  However, its key concepts and applicability appear to be very relevant 

to effective crisis management. 

 

Daniel Goleman, who popularised the emotional intelligence approach, argues, “the 

fundamental task of leaders …is to prime good feeling in those they lead.  That 

occurs when a leader creates resonance – a reservoir of positivity that frees the 

best in people.”  Further, he goes on to stress “…calamity underscores the essential 

role of emotional leadership, particularly in moments of human tragedy and crisis.  

And it brings home the point that resonance goes beyond positivity, to cover the 

range of emotions” (Goleman, 2002). 

 

Several of the interviewees highlighted elements of interpersonal skills which would 

fit within the envelope of emotional intelligence.  They spoke of the importance of 

demonstrating self-awareness, of knowing one’s strengths and limitations.  Gold 

leaders need to be aware of their own qualities, strengths and weaknesses because 

this affects their effectiveness. Recognising their own capabilities allows them to 

optimise their strengths, and be aware of areas where their weaknesses might 

cause problems in managing major incidents.  One interviewee underlined the 

importance of not being overconfident and dictating specialist tactics of which they 
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have no knowledge.  He recalled one effective Gold commander who was very 

honest when he did not know all the answers.  He would "put things out to the 

room" to get input and alternative options and refrained from being autocratic.  This 

does not infer that a Gold leader should not be authoritative, but if this is taken too 

far, “people are not prepared to put their head above the parapet and contribute 

something different” especially if those people are new to the situation, whether it be 

a real incident or an exercise.  One EPO in a large Constabulary confirmed that it 

was rare for an SCG to challenge a police Gold co-ordinator. It therefore becomes 

incumbent for that role holder to be particularly aware of any tendency to brush 

aside concerns and questions from the less confident or assertive members of the 

team. He/she must be able to stop and listen to others, using other people to 

balance out their own lack of experience/knowledge, and understand and deal with 

the conflicting priorities – "it’s not about shouting at everyone left right and centre.” 

For a team to operate optimally, members must feel listened to – it is a part of 

feeling valued and engaged in delivering a successful outcome.  

 

Failing to keep disruptive emotions and impulses under control was often a 

touchstone of ineffectiveness for interviewees.  Such Gold leaders were described 

variously as arrogant, bullying, autocratic, unapproachable, and more concerned 

with future career rather than the best way forward for the Gold group.  Because 

such leaders were not prepared to take advice, this contributed to a lack of 

knowledge and understanding of the implications of their decisions.  Sometimes 

they wouldn’t make decisions at all, and sometimes they took refuge in making 

tactical rather than strategic decisions. 

 

Interviewees highlighted the importance of empathy, sensing how people were 

feeling and knowing how to tap into those reactions.  Effective leaders are able to 

adapt their style depending on what they need to achieve, using a blend of 

command and control and communication which gets the best out of people.  This 
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includes teasing opinions out, explicitly recognises the value of contributions put 

forward by group members, and creating a culture of appreciation and recognition of 

contributions. One interviewee remembered a particular Gold commander who 

“acknowledged good bits of work.  It would make people feel valued and 

empowered.” 

 

The style of communicating is particularly important, and as one interviewee put it, 

“the right way of addressing people.” This can make the difference between people 

feeling engaged with the challenges they have to address – or not.  A Chief 

Executive of a large NHS trust recalled an ineffective SCG co-ordinator whose poor 

communication about the reason for taking a particular direction led to the team 

being “uptight and defensive.” He went on to say that the this person “didn’t 

establish a personal relationship with his natural allies on Gold in between 

meetings” and that he focused on a part of the picture rather than the whole, 

“insisting that others fit into one agency’s way of doing things, with not enough on 

what do we need to do together to make this better.”  This sense of a Gold leader 

being seen to be involved with the team, recognising what they are going through, 

was seen as part and parcel of visible leadership. One police interviewee observed 

that after the Gloucestershire flooding, the Chief Constable of Gloucestershire 

received “a lot of compliments on how visible he was, talking to people.  It instils 

confidence in people that (the leader) is going through the same thing they are and 

fighting the fight with them.” 

 

DCC Parr of the Hertfordshire constabulary concurred with this approach. “People 

think that the gold commander is only busy in gold command meetings. I will 

circulate, and then find time to be with my note taker and ask did I take any 

decisions, what did I say, why did I do it.  I will also be going round speaking to all 

the different multi-agency people just checking and following them up and the ones 
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that I feel might need a bit of a broom handle up their back, reminding them of what 

they agreed to do and checking that nothing had happened to change their minds.” 

 

Effective communication also included the ability to possess and utilise a range of 

different styles pertinent to the situation and the people involved. One interviewee 

put forward that it was important to be directive at the outset in order to set a clear 

vision and direction, but then to move to a more consultative style as the incident 

progressed, and ACC Matthews in Gloucestershire endorsed this as an effective 

approach. However, one police interviewee commented, “When the pressure’s on 

and people are dying, even when you are consultative normally, you may just slip 

into being authoritative anyway.”  A senior FRS officer observed, “No style is the 

perfect style - it's the outcome.  A good leader will engage to the level that 

engagement needs to take place, they will get what they need from the people 

around them.”  He thought that his Chief Fire Officer seemed to know how to react 

to each person but that “some people can't do that and have the same approach to 

everyone.”  

 

He went on to say that there is a tendency to be more directive than consultative in 

his organisation, but that it does depend on the incident. However, they are “better 

at getting buy-in from other agencies now than 10-15 years ago, when blue light 

agencies tended to call the shots and … treated other agencies as nuisance value 

or a means to get things done". There is now far more recognition of the benefit of 

inter-agency working, and his organisation is also more used to it, mainly because a 

significant part of their role focuses on community engagement. 

 

The move from a directive to consultative leadership style seems to be dependent 

on the phase of the incident, “once the incident has been gripped, then we can shift 

style (from directive).”  However, style will be varied according to the outcomes 

required of an individual or a group of individuals.  DCC Parr described himself as 
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having the ability to "seem really scary", through holding people to account and not 

accepting that they didn't deliver what they said they would deliver.  He went on to 

say, though, that "if you get it right, nobody minds being commanded … it's the way 

you ask the question and the way you tell them what to do... the trick is in co-

ordinating outcomes not commanding individuals." 

 

Another police interviewee stressed that the SCG co-ordinator was co-ordinating 

very different agencies with very different cultures, and that there was a need to 

understand “where they come from and why they are saying the things that they do, 

and managing this… the police and military have a command and control ethos with 

a hierarchical structure and (a) desire to get on with things as opposed to some 

agencies whose culture is to form a committee and 6 months later come out with a 

decision. Gold need to be very tactful and explain that there isn't time to form a 

committee - decisions need to be made now. This can bring out tensions but needs 

to be done albeit tactfully.” 

 

The will to listen, rather than just tell, was also valued by interviewees.  Having set 

out the situation at Gold, an SCG co-ordinator should then listen to what others had 

to say. Interviewees commented variously that leaders should lead “with their ears 

rather than their mouth”; “listen rather than dismiss”; and would “default to the 

expertise of others and listen to the various inputs whilst taking decisions and the 

responsibility for them.” “He needs to recognise that his plan can be influenced by 

others and not be bloody-minded about it.” 

 

Skilful communication is part and parcel of the negotiation and influencing required 

to effectively co-ordinate multi-disciplinary agencies in the midst of a major incident.  

Any conflict of agendas can then be better managed.  DCC Parr commented, “I am 

far more Machiavellian than what I let on… I'll find a peg that people can hold to, 

because if people are struggling to be accountable for their own decisions, I will 
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allow them to use me - the Gold Commander says I have to do this, or the strategy 

says I have to… I will also quite shamelessly use peer pressure, "You're not going 

to let all this other ten people down, are you?"” He went onto liken co-ordination of 

the SCG as like a cake cooked by different people.  This meant that “if I’ve got ten 

different people in a room, I will ask them to do (the same) things in different ways”.  

He believed that this was an intrinsic skill rather than something that could be 

trained. 

 

Although it was recognised that there was a balance between “taking people with 

you and getting on with it”, interviewees recognised that if people were to take 

actions and decisions against their natural inclination, they would need to be 

persuaded appropriately.  This happens far more effectively when the SCG co-

ordinator demonstrates skilled relationship building, as this enhances trust between 

all parties.  The importance of demonstrating respect to all participants was also 

highlighted, “if someone makes a point not relevant at that time, acknowledge it, say 

it will be returned to at a later stage, and make sure this happens by taking a note.  

This shows respect to people, they don't feel marginalised, and feel valued because 

their contribution is brought back in to the debate.” 

 

This approach not only recognises different agendas around the table, it also 

encourages team members to contribute their views even if they run contrary to the 

prevailing view.   A  Deputy Chief Fire Officer observed that it was important in Gold 

to speak up loudly and clearly if there were differing opinions.  An informal 

conversation held with the EPO of a large constabulary reinforced this.  He thought 

that far too often Gold team members would go along with whatever the police Gold 

Co-ordinator said. There might be a number of reasons for this – fear of standing 

out from the crowd, an unwillingness to take responsibility for a decision which 

subsequently might be career damaging, a lack of self confidence, or a conscious or 

unconscious reaction to the authority of a police officer.  Whatever the reason, 
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many of the interviewees recognised the importance of an SCG co-ordinator setting 

a safe context in which people felt comfortable to voice their opinions. One ACC - 

who was not part of the main interview programme – felt strongly about the 

importance of facilitating challenge through skilled interpersonal interaction.  

 “This emphasises that it is not only what we do but how we do it.  The dominant 

culture within the service is one of command and control and all too often you see 

commanders defaulting to the comfortable rank-based command style.  This often 

rides roughshod over the softer skills and times of crisis are used as opportunities to 

get things done without all the 'pink and fluffy' nonsense. This is a dangerous 

position to be in and creates a culture of compliance which can deny commanders 

healthy challenge.  If we operate in this mode for too long we get into group-think 

and 'Bay of Pigs' mentality.” 

 

However, agencies must be aware of, and confident in, what they can bring to the 

Gold table.  This is not always the case.  As one local authority EPO commented, 

this is particularly the case “if emergency planning has been carried out as a 

clandestine operation.”  I inferred from this that in some organisations, emergency 

planning may be sidelined from the main day to day operations. 

6.2.3 Stakeholder skills 

Interpersonal skills and emotional intelligence closely affect the ability to engage 

with, and recognise the concerns of, the plethora of stakeholders likely to be 

involved in a multi-agency major incident response. Stakeholders are those defined 

as having a legitimate interest in the incident, and include those from central 

government, politicians, the media, the general public and affected communities, 

some of which may not even be in the UK.  The Buncefield fire is a case in point, 

where the potential effects of the plume from the oil refinery, and the effect on 

aviation, assumed international proportions.   
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One interviewee, a Head of Regional Resilience for a local Government Office, 

reinforced the importance for the SCG co-ordinator to be agile politically, and this 

was reinforced by other interviewees.  The need to engage skilfully with the political 

spectrum was most evident when interviewing those who had participated in real 

incidents.  There is recognition of why central government would get involved at the 

highest levels in major multi-agency incidents, but this often comes across to Gold 

as a tendency to interfere, and gives rise to the perception that there is insufficient 

trust at government level in Gold’s ability to cope.   

 

In the Gloucestershire flooding, it was perceived that such interference was counter-

productive, creating delays, diversions and unnecessary bureaucracy.  ACC 

Matthews relates a conversation between the Chief Constable and the Prime 

Minister, in which the former was reported to have said to the latter, “With respect, 

Prime Minister, we are here dealing with this.  Please don’t tell us what we need to 

do, please tell us what you can provide us with.  Here is my shopping list.” ACC 

Matthews thought that the political interference might have been exacerbated by the 

actions of the local Government Office who had fed incorrect information into COBR 

without checking with Gold first.  

 

A military representative interviewed noted, “Central government can never stop 

itself from being in charge. Even if it does say this should be handled locally, 

political reality would dictate that with something really big, this wouldn't happen.”  

He also recalled that during the Gloucestershire flooding, one politician had stated 

that military support for the incident would not be at the expense of deploying the 

military overseas to operational duties in Iraq and Afghanistan.  Although this was 

technically true, a lot of behind the scenes reshuffling needed to take place in order 

to make this happen. This example pinpoints some of the difficulties which can arise 

when different government ministries have competing agendas – defence of internal 
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security falls under the jurisdiction of the Home Office, and the military under the 

Ministry of Defence.   

 

Other government initiatives can also colour central government response to major 

incidents.  An example of this is the drive for regionalisation highlighted in Chapter 

5.  The Gloucestershire Gold command never went to mutual aid.  ACC Matthews 

attributed this to the huge cost implication as well as a reputational issue, "raising 

fear in the eye of the public, thinking that the local force can't cope when they see a 

van with Metropolitan Police on the side.”  To beef up overstretched police 

resources, volunteers were deployed from the Constabulary office staff, wearing 

police reflective jackets, to show a police presence at water collection points. ACC 

Matthews explained that they were only there to chat to the public and report back, 

but the public were reassured. The volunteers felt valued, because initially staff 

deemed to be non-essential had been sent home while the Police HQ building was 

being taken over by agencies coming in to manage the incident. 

 

However, there was also an inference of a political agenda to show they could cope 

within the County despite threats of regionalisation.  Another police interviewee 

commented that plans by former Home Secretary Charles Clarke to regionalise 

police forces were still a bone of contention.  There was emphasis by the Chief 

Constable that Gloucestershire Constabulary were a strategic force and did not get 

mutual aid to make the political point that dealing with the flooding in house proved 

that the force was capable of acting strategically. This independence was 

underlined when there was a suggestion from the Government Office that all 

600,000 residents of Gloucestershire be evacuated if electricity supplies could not 

be reconnected.  The Chief Constable made it clear to the Prime Minister that the 

County would not be evacuated, that the situation would be dealt with within the 

County, and that the best place for people was in their own homes where a 

response could be better delivered to them. 
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A Deputy Chief Fire Officer interviewed thought that political interference was more 

about press opportunities than national concerns, though conceded that this would 

not apply so much to terrorist incidents. A PCT Chief Executive reiterated that Gold 

coordinators also need to be aware that “agencies further up the line may have 

different agendas regarding the media.” However, engagement with the media is 

not just the purview of politicians.  The SCG co-ordinator and key members of 

his/her team may also face the press at times of major incident, and need to 

demonstrate media awareness in their interactions with the press and other media 

outlets, using the media to support the incident response, rather than seeing them 

as a threat. 

 

 One senior police officer gave an example of the need to adapt to community 

sensibilities after the co-ordinated bomb blasts which were perpetrated by Islamic 

extremists in London in July 2005.  The UK Police Service put out messages of 

reassurance that there were armed officers on the streets for people’s protection.  

This had a negative impact on the Muslim community who saw this as threatening.  

The Police Service learned about this perception from their Independent Advisory 

Committees, which included representatives from the Muslim community.  When the 

next threat took place, the police revised their messages to reinforce that their 

officers were on the street to protect all the communities, and would give support to 

those communities wherever they could.   

 

Public perception of how a major incident is being handled will put the SCG under a 

glaring spotlight held by the media.  One police interviewee raised the issue of the 

public’s expectation of the police.  “The public are more informed about their rights, 

there is more pressure to get things back to normal, (and) there are enquiries where 

everything that is written is open to scrutiny.  Emergency services are also more risk 

averse - less likely to risk their own lives – and this affects decision-making.”  The 
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interviewee went on to say that maximising the safety of the public is one of the 

most commonly used Gold strategies in addressing incidents. 

 

The teams responding to the incident are, of course, also stakeholders. It has 

already been highlighted in both this chapter and Chapter 5 that there will be a 

diversity of agendas brought to the SCG table. These agendas will be driven by the 

different hierarchies and goals from each agency participating in the response.  

Thus, Health agency concerns may stem from local issues.  For example, the 

diversion of resources to meet the demands of an incident may result in patients’ 

operations being postponed for some time. Or they may arise from pressures 

coming down from the Department of Health, triggering concerns around the effect 

of resource allocation on future performance targets.  An SCG co-ordinator will 

need to take account of these concerns, understand the roles and perspectives of 

other agencies, and try to form a consensus - at the very least - around the strategic 

objectives for the group.  In doing so, he or she will need to consult with relevant 

experts and listen to the advice of other team members so that any subsequent 

decisions stand up to scrutiny.  

 

As a PCT Chief Executive noted, it is key to “know what for each of those leaders of 

those organisations constitutes success or failure for that organisation.  It's mad to 

think we are on the same page because we are not … a lot of this is about how you 

and your organisation get measured.”  He gave the example of where the Strategic 

Health Authority rang a hospital and told it to stop elective surgery because there 

were emergencies coming in.  The hospital pointed out that they had an 18 week 

surgery target – and that that such actions would result in a lower rating from the 

Healthcare Commission.  “Sometimes we are not just being awkward, but have a 

real issue to resolve.”  The situation for Health agencies is further complicated by 

the fact that each agency is a statutory body in its own right. 
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It is not only organisational agendas that will affect decision-making but also the 

individual personal beliefs and values of stakeholders. These difficulties were 

recognised by several of the senior police officers interviewed, “Each person will 

have their beliefs and values that are not always known to everyone, and they will 

react in different ways”; “We need to understand the role and perspectives of 

others”; and, “the effective Gold Commander recognises different cultural 

approaches to decision-making of Gold attendees.”  It is not only the SCG that the 

SCG co-ordinator must engage.  The Silver team, tasked with implementing the 

strategy of the Gold group, have a vested interest in the effectiveness of the SCG 

co-ordinator. The multi-agency Silver leader needs to be able to understand the 

rationale behind Gold decisions, and requires tactical parameters to be set by Gold. 

He or she must feel they are trusted by the Gold co-ordinator to do their job.  Failure 

to build that trust can result in inappropriate interference in tactical issues from a 

Gold co-ordinator who needs to be thinking and working at a strategic level.  

Further, the Gold co-ordinator needs to be able to listen to the feedback from the 

Silver team and amend Gold strategy accordingly. 

6.2.4 Personal attributes 

 
The three skill areas previously described in this chapter – task skills, interpersonal 

skills and stakeholder skills – are all arguably trainable skills.  However, it was clear 

during the interviews that there were other qualities which are also critical to the 

effectiveness of a multi-agency Gold coordinator, and they might be described as 

personal attributes.  These include confidence, presence and credibility; cognitive 

ability combined with pragmatism; effective stress handling; and moral courage and 

an ethical value set.  Although some of these aspects may be influenced by training, 

it is argued that they stem from the totality of an individual’s personal values and 

approach to life based on their prior experience, including upbringing, schooling, 

organisational culture and values, and any role models they may have chosen to 

follow.  This was summed up by DCC Parr:  
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 “One of the things about being effective as a gold commander is you have to use 

your aura … when you step into one of those environments you have to accept that 

you are going on stage and you are playing a role.  Now you are hopefully playing a 

role that comes from your own personality, your own beliefs.  And experience and 

training, and all those things that you have.”  

 

Interviewees have commented that some people will never have the ability to be a 

good gold commander, and it may be that these personal attributes hold the key to 

why some SCG co-ordinators are effective, and some ineffective despite any 

training they might have received.  However, it will also be argued in Chapter 7 that 

it is the skilful combination of the skills and attributes, focused at the right time in the 

right way, which is the hallmark of a highly effective SCG co-ordinator. 

 

The qualities of appropriate confidence and presence were valued highly by 

interviewees, and are seen as enhancing credibility in Gold leaders.  The 

importance of exuding confidence in a highly charged situation appears to give a 

stabilising influence to others involved in responding to an incident.  Several 

interviewees talked of trusting people who had confidence, didn’t show panic and 

were calm on the outside (even if they weren’t feeling it on the inside).  Such 

leaders “gave others a sense of confidence because of their own confidence.”  The 

concept of command presence was raised in tandem with confidence:  a sense of 

being in charge and in control.  Interviewees felt that it was important “not to be a 

wallflower”, “not to display that you don’t know what to do” and that “you grip things 

and calm things down.” A senior police officer noted, “People like a direction, 

someone else who is prepared to take … some of the responsibility of significant 

things from them and say, “Don’t worry about it, that’s my decision.”” However, 

command presence is not a synonym for authoritarianism – an overly directive and 

overbearing manner will not signal confidence, rather the opposite.  As a senior 

FRS officer noted, “it makes me think they haven’t got it taped.” Command 
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presence must also incorporate engagement of the team(s) involved in addressing 

the incident and command their respect. 

 

The importance of projecting confidence was summed up by DCC Parr, who was on 

leave when he was notified of the unfolding Buncefield fire. 

“One of the first things I did when I got a phone call about Buncefield, having asked 

a few questions, is I strolled off into the shower.  Had a shave, got ready, make sure 

my uniform looked reasonable, because I wasn't on call, and I left for work 40 

minutes later and just strolled in.  Because I needed to look right... as if this was just 

a normal day at work.... if I'd wondered in in jeans and T-shirt, because that's what I 

had on the night before, there would have been a fundamental difference in the way 

people would have reacted.  It's a confidence issue.” 

 

The confidence does need to be well-founded, however.  A series of disastrous 

decisions, however confidently they are made, will have an adverse effect on a 

team.  One local authority EPO stressed that he needed confidence about the 

competence of a Gold coordinator, “the number of stripes on their sleeve doesn’t 

cut it for me.” Confidence must be tempered with “a degree of humour and 

humanity” according to another interviewee.  A senior FRS officer recalled an 

incident in which he had to raise key issues which were not being addressed by the 

SCG co-ordinator, which led to a lack of confidence in that leader. 

 

Part and parcel of the quality of confidence is the knowledge of when to 

appropriately take decisions which might fall under the definition of rule-breaking, or 

at the very least, creative decision-making.  This was described by DCC Parr as 

being “an Olympic standard bluffer.”  He values this skill very highly, and described 

a time during the Buncefield fire when the military wanted to carry out sampling of 

the air at ground level.   
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“I said fine, what are you wearing?  They said, "We’ll be in an Army Land Rover," 

and I said, “Will you be wearing camouflage gear and khaki?" and they said “yes”, 

and I said, "You're not coming." They said, "What do you mean, "You're not 

coming""? I said, "We've just spent 24 to 36 hours telling the public, "Be careful, be 

sensible, go about your normal business."  And you're going to send the military in 

with huge great testing gear, you're not coming." 

 

It was a bit of argie bargie and I said, “You're not coming.  I'll stop you."  I put the 

phone down.  And about an hour later, they said, "Can we turn up in a plain Astra 

estate wearing blue overalls?"  And I said, "No problem, help yourself."  This was to 

do with how the public were feeling… but nobody realised at the time, the simple 

fact that I knew, was that I had no way of stopping them.”  

 

Credibility was seen as key to effectiveness in an SCG co-ordinator, defined by one 

interviewee as being able to show “what gives you the right to command this 

incident.” Competent task skills were also essential: adhering to “golden hour” 

principles of establishing control, identifying key roles, getting people to tackle the 

objectives, identifying options, recognising the implications of actions and setting 

priorities.  Other aspects of credibility for interviewees, above and beyond 

confidence and presence, were the ability use discernment, taking on good advice 

very quickly, and a leadership style which encouraged people to go that little bit 

further and go the extra mile.  Also important was “being upfront when they get it 

wrong and don’t hide behind others.”  

 

This last quality links in with an effective cognitive approach.  An ACC noted that 

“you don’t need to know everything, but you do need to know the right questions to 

ask.”  This interviewee went on to reiterate the importance of the right mix of 

abilities and skills, which for him were a combination of intellectual sharpness, 

getting down to business, good interpersonal skills and a good sense of humour.  A 
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good intellect does need to be intertwined with a pragmatic approach “so that it isn’t 

a debating society.”  Gold mustn’t be “in an ivory tower setting strategy and 

oblivious to whether it has been achieved or not.  As on Chief Fire Officer observed, 

“It’s living with the reality of what you’ve got in terms of resources rather than what 

you’d really like.” 

 

Earlier in this chapter, the significance of an outwardly calm SCG co-ordinator was 

highlighted, who would use a measured tone even when things were going wrong.  

This links with that individual’s ability to manage his or her stress levels.  Controlling 

and absorbing flows of information, dealing with the competing agendas from the 

agencies involved and the demands of the various stakeholders, keeping the 

response teams engaged and motivated as well as dealing with an unfolding 

incident which might threaten lives and property will all understandably contribute to 

heightened stress. Poor, misjudged decisions can result when the decision-makers 

are stressed and exhausted.  As DCC Parr comments, "Dealing with reality and real 

consequences of their decisions ... affect people emotionally.  We understate 

dramatically to the point of ignoring it in a lot of cases the emotional intelligence side 

of being involved in one of these things".  He went on to say that as SCG co-

ordinator "at your peril do you forget that everyone else in the room is quite probably 

as scared as you are of the incident.” 

 

The vast majority of interviewees mentioned the need for personal resilience to 

stress and for the physical, emotional and mental stamina to see things through, 

“stress wears you out quickly.”  Being able to deal with incidents even when 

fatigued is important, and just how tiring it is to handle a major incident response 

should not be underestimated.  ACC Matthews reported being exhausted at the end 

of the Gloucestershire flooding incident, and DCC Parr concurred, “it is exhausting - 

you are keeping a lot of mental balls in the air,” adding that it was essential to 

recognise when tiredness is getting in the way of effective decision-making. A 
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senior FRS officer agreed, “ it’s important to recognise you can only take on so 

much for a period of time before performance deteriorates” adding that it was 

essential to make sure that there is capacity to maintain resilience potentially over 

several weeks whilst maintaining normal operational requirements.  Even exercises 

can be tiring, as one ACC pointed out, “Exercise days wring you out like a rag.” 

Interviewees highlighted different strategies for handling the unrelenting pressure of 

a major incident.  One ACC used the image of a set of boxes containing information 

which he will open and close at appropriate moments in order to keep control over 

the flow of information and to avoid being distracted.  He also puts a generic 

structure over the situation initially, “Can it get any worse, can we prevent that, what 

resources do we need, what is the community impact, what media management do 

we need etc.  Once that structure is in place and the chaos is lessening, we can 

then look at what is particular about this that we haven't dealt with before.”  He 

knows that this stress management strategy works from prior experience and that 

“eventually chaos will reduce, order will return.”  

 

ACC Matthews was aware that he had long been accustomed to traumatic 

situations: “I have coping strategies well and truly embedded".  He knows that he 

uses humour to try and defuse the worst effects of stress, “"Now is the time to 

panic, ladies and gentlemen - please join me in panicking." Humour featured 

regularly in interviewees’ arsenal of stress management.  In the author’s 

experience, this is a frequent occurrence throughout the emergency services and 

the military, used as a coping strategy to deal with a range of events, from the 

frustrating to the traumatic.  It was interesting to note from one interviewee that this 

approach may be modified when non-emergency personnel are present, and that 

“black humour” is used less at a multi-agency Gold, “we are more guarded because 

of … legislation and litigation.” 

A Detective Superintendent working in Special Branch underlined the importance of 

“boxing off” work - "it's business" - as well as drawing on inner resilience and 
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strength and not bottling up stress.  He also thought that exposure to these types of 

incident helped build resilience.  A senior FRS officer had a similar approach. After 

an incident, he will mentally debrief himself, suggesting three things he could have 

done better, gets advice and makes changes accordingly, and "then I put it in a box 

where it belongs... and I put it away."  However, he also makes use of his 

colleagues:  when he has doubts during the incident, he makes contingency plans, 

runs “what if” scenarios, and tasks people to look into them; "I gather a command 

team around me picked by hand rather than mobilising protocols ...using them to 

check my responses".  He also checks in with fellow professionals with specific 

expertise.  

 

Interviewees were very alert to the behaviours of those under stress, including 

defensive body language, nervousness, seeking of constant support round the 

room, indecision, failure to provide clear direction resulting in people acting without 

cohesion, reverting to inappropriate detail, stuttering, and letting adrenalin take over 

resulting in inappropriate incident resolution.  ACC Matthews noted that he did see 

the adverse impact of stress on others during the Gloucestershire flooding 

response, “I did see some people suffering from stress - unable to make decisions, 

physically shaking, people going in to themselves and not contributing. (It’s) not a 

failing on the part of that individual, but they were on unfamiliar territory, an almost 

hostile environment.” 

 

Several interviewees mentioned that blue light organisations were more 

accustomed to stressful situations and to making life and death decisions, whereas 

those not from the emergency services were more reluctant to do so.  This could be 

a sweeping statement unless treated as generic in intention. It will depend on the 

individual background of those at a Gold group.  For example, a doctor who has 

previously worked in Accident and Emergency and who is now a member of a 

health agency at Gold will be well used to the pressure of life and death situations.  



Page 177 of 269  Katherine Devit t  – Doctoral thesis 
 Going for Gold  

In any event, even individuals well used to dealing with stress can still be 

challenged by situations.  ACC Matthews commented that even his coping 

strategies have been impacted - at the time of interview, he was due to be going out 

to Afghanistan or Iraq.  He had been on a training course with the military, and was 

shaken by some of the things he might be expected to face. 

 

Interviewees recognised that the SCG co-ordinator and his or her group might have 

to make some challenging and uncomfortable decisions, where the consequences 

of those decisions might kill people.  Thus, one of the factors for effectiveness was 

the “moral, psychological hardness and confidence to take a decision that could 

have very serious ramifications”, recognising that "the needs of the many outweigh 

needs of the few." Being able to stand up to pressure from another SCG member or 

agency, making brave decisions under pressure and having the moral fibre to stand 

behind them was seen as crucial, so that the right decision for the resolution of the 

incident was made. A PCT Chief Executive observed, “You have to have the 

courage of your convictions - to say no to ministers – you wouldn't get a civil servant 

doing that.”  DCC Parr has a colourful metaphor on this topic.  “In terms of decision-

making and personal values, you have to have more than "the strategy says this" … 

the best commanders have a personal value system in play.  Some people will 

avoid taking a decision until the incident drives them one way or the other, so they 

can not be responsible for what they have to do … I refer to it as "does my bum look 

big in this." I'm taking a decision based on how it will look in the papers tomorrow - 

not on what's the right thing to do." 

 

An ACC concurred, saying an SCG co-ordinator would need to be prepared to be 

removed as a Gold commander rather than go against doing what he or she 

believed to be right. "I like to be able to sleep nights." He also pointed out that in life 

and death situations, values and beliefs were called into play: "where do you stand 

on human life.”  He cited one exercise where evacuation of a largely economically 
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deprived area depended on the assumption that people had cars in which they 

could evacuate.  He noted that norms are often challenged in a pressurised 

scenario. 

 

Moral courage is invariably intertwined with ethics – ideas of right and wrong – as 

well as the notion of integrity.  A PCT Chief Executive noted the importance of 

holding to key principles in difficult ethical situations, for example, 

 “Do we tell people about risk or accept that this could cause a panic which would 

affect a far higher level of people? You need to ask yourself where the ultimate 

source of your accountability and authority comes from.  We owe greater 

responsibility to the local population.  If the Department of Health doesn't like it, 

that's tough and you have to deal with that post event.”   

 

A Chief Fire Officer cited a time when an SCG co-ordinator with whom he was 

working had a major ethical issue about keeping something confidential because of 

how it would be dealt with in the press – he refused to do it.  He felt it would also 

damage trust and coherence with the Gold group if they weren't kept in the picture.  

This interviewee thought that ethics had to be addressed on two levels.  At the 

micro interpersonal level, it was essential to be honest, trustworthy and fair.  At the 

macro level, the ethics of why leadership decisions are taken are equally significant. 

He gave the example of an exercise where a chemical explosion resulted in a 

chemical dump in the middle of a lake.  Evacuation options were discussed.  The 

village itself was not due to be evacuated, but agency staff were to be evacuated 

beyond that village boundary.  He believes that these types of ethical challenges 

have increased since 9/11.  “It is more akin to warfare than previous civil 

emergencies, and attrition is a very real issue – we are sacrificing some for the 

greater good.”   Even apparently relatively straight forward incidents have to be 

handled differently “because of increasingly complex world we live in, globalisation, 

dependence on oil, 24/7 media, blogs, articulacy of people, societal expectations 
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that M1 should not be closed for more than 24 hours.  There is less tolerance of 

difficulties, more dependence on infrastructure, water etc.”   

 

As with all the qualities and attributes required for an effective SCG co-ordinator, a 

balance has to be struck.  Interviewees recognised the importance of strong 

command and control, but balanced with the ability to engage and motivate those 

involved in delivering effective response under a great deal of stress.  A Gold leader 

needs to heavily influence his or her team, yet not be blind to those who challenge 

him or her.  Task skills must be balanced with interpersonal skills, and the plethora 

of stakeholders’ requirements and expectations has to be mediated.  These skills 

have to be underpinned by personal attributes which facilitate the SCG co-ordinator 

in appearing confident, credible, ethical and morally courageous whilst handling not 

only his or her own stress, but those of others. 

It is argued that what makes for effectiveness in a Gold coordinator is not 

possession of individual skill sets, albeit underpinned by professional and technical 

expertise, training and exposure to incidents.  It is the combination of task skills, 

interpersonal skills, stakeholder awareness and personal attributes applied in a 

timely way.  In Chapter 7, a model of interwoven leadership will be put forward, and 

the implications for training will be discussed. 
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CHAPTER 7 

A MODEL OF INTERWOVEN LEADERSHIP AND A 
DISCUSSION OF TRAINING IMPLICATIONS 

You do not lead by hitting people over the head - that's assault, not leadership. 

Dwight D. Eisenhower 

 

As part of the research conducted into what constituted effective crisis leadership, 

discussion in the interviews highlighted the importance of leadership attributes in 

dealing with the plethora of demands on a crisis leader’s abilities.  These attributes 

were compared and contrasted in the context both of exercises as well as real 

incidents.  It is argued that the extra layers of complexity which are apparent in the 

multi-agency response to a major incident need an integrative leadership approach.  

 

In identifying key skills and attributes for Gold leaders, some interviewees were 

more task-focused than others. A Deputy Chief Fire Officer commented that the 

essential competences were getting to the heart of the matter, stripping down the 

issues to what’s required and ensuring those issues are dealt with, having clarity of 

thought and personal resilience. Technical competence and a certain level of 

experience was seen as valuable. On the other hand, although the interviewees 

were drawn from task-based cultures, and therefore might be considered to be 

more prone to focusing on a task-based response to major incidents, many of the 

interviewees recognised that such an approach would be inadequate on its own.    

One interviewee observed, “A good commander in the golden hour is around high 

skill in command techniques – situation assessment, decision-making etc., but also 

relying on the right kind of support.  What this is varies from incident to incident.  But 

it can only be managed with the support of people.”  However, interviewees 

commented that with so many variables present in a major incident, many of which 

were people-focused, there could be no one clear answer; that it wasn’t “just about 
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competences, but when and how they are applied”; that different skills are needed 

at different stages of an incident; that there is “a balance between taking people 

with you and getting on with it” and that “leadership manifests itself not just from 

position power.” It seems clear that it is crucial to know intuitively what to do when, 

to have the antennae to adapt, to know what to ignore and what must receive 

attention.     

 

Taking an overview of interviewee responses, effective strategic leadership in 

responding to major multi-agency incidents took place in a wide variety of contexts 

and involved a diversity of individuals and agencies.  Bearing in mind the dictum of 

several scholars that the person who was impressive in one crisis may collapse in 

another (Royal Society, 1992; Lagadec, 1993; Flin, 1996), and that effective crisis 

management behaviours will vary from incident to incident (Yusko and Goldstein, 

1997), it was clear that no one method could be endorsed as delivering effective 

strategic leadership.  It is suggested that an appropriate metaphor is that of strong 

rope, where it is the individual strands woven together that give it its strength.  On 

their own, the individual strands may not be up to the task - together they lend 

strength to each other, as long as they are firmly intertwined. 

 

It is this interwoven model of leadership which is proposed as an approach to 

effective leadership in the highly challenging context of multi-agency major 

incidents.  Emerging from the interviewees, patterns of response were found 

indicating four key areas important to leader effectiveness - Task skills, 

Interpersonal skills, Personal attributes and Stakeholder awareness (utilising the 

acronym TIPS) – integrated with professional and technical expertise, training and 

exposure to incidents.  The TIPS or Interwoven Leadership model [Figure 1] aims to 

take account of the different demands on crisis leaders and proposes an interwoven 

approach to meeting those difficulties.  This is in contrast to research on leadership 

in normality.  More research has been conducted on leader activities and behaviour 
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than on any other aspect of leadership but “the proliferation of taxonomies and lack 

of agreement about what behaviors to study has made it more difficult to integrate 

the research on leader behaviour” (Yukl, 2006).  Thus, the study of leadership 

seems to have had rather a narrow focus as opposed to an integrative one. 

7.1  Model of Interwoven Leadership (TIPS) 

The model at Figure 1 is divided into four main areas clustering around a category 

containing knowledge and experience.   It could be viewed as the cross-section of a 

piece of rope, with at its core, the expertise, training and experience which hold the 

rope together. 

 

  

[Figure 2 – Interwoven Leadership (TIPS) model] 
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This is not to say that all aspects of the rope should be deployed simultaneously, 

but that possession of many of the skills and attributes making up the rope should 

be part of the personal resources of an effective SCG co-ordinator.   

Each section in the model above contains pertinent skills, behaviours and/or 

attributes which facilitate and influence effectiveness. It is important that behavioural 

indicators be defined in order to maintain consistency of understanding, and to 

make it easier to identify the presence or absence of the skills and attributes for the 

purpose of training and assessment. The individual definitions are set out in 

Appendix 1.  

 

 The categorisation of the groups of skills, behaviours and attributes under the four 

headings could be varied – for example, “accepting new reality quickly” is placed 

under task skills, but an alternate view fed back to the author was that it could also 

be placed under personal attributes, as it could be affected by the individual, their 

background and their own self belief.  This respondent - an EPO in a large UK 

Constabulary – commented that it was not unknown for people to persist with a 

course of action even when faced with clear evidence to the contrary.  Indeed, 

much of the literature on risk perception appears to suggest that risk and irrationality 

are not strangers to each other (Royal Society, 1992).  He also thought that 

pragmatism (with a behavioural definition referring to a focus on practical and 

workable actions and outcomes), was more relevant in task skills than in personal 

attributes; his view was that focusing on workable solutions was directly connected 

to other elements in the section on task skills.  

 

This reiterates the point made earlier in this chapter:  that although the model 

identifies four areas of focus, they should not be seen as discrete, but interwoven 

like a rope, each strand essential to the whole.  For example, decision-making – 

one of the most critical of the effectiveness criteria – could be seen as a task which 

overlaps interpersonal skills and stakeholder awareness, since decisions are not 
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taken independently but jointly.  Willingness to take a decision, as opposed to the 

intellectual capacity to analyse a situation and come to a judgement, might be seen 

as linked with the personal attribute of moral and ethical courage.  This interwoven 

quality goes beyond a simple list of behaviours, skills and attributes. 

All four segments are connected by three quintessential factors which affect and 

influence the behaviours, skills and attributes.  These are the professional and 

technical expertise which a leader possesses, the training they have received 

(including simulations and exercises), and the range of real incidents they have 

attended. 

 

Possession of the skills and attributes do not of themselves affect leader 

effectiveness; it is how they are skilfully combined and focused at the right time in 

the right way that makes the difference.  When these factors are integrated and 

timed well, the desired outcome is more likely to be achieved, whether that is by 

balancing available resources against the needs of a community in crisis; engaging 

a wide variety of stakeholders in a crisis, each of whom has a different agenda and 

set of success criteria; or co-ordinating a strategy to return a community to a new 

normality. The concept of fluid, flexible adaptable leadership is key to contributing to 

successful outcomes (Borodzicz, 2004). 

 

It is argued that personal and organisational culture and values may influence the 

adoption and implementation of interwoven leadership.  The designation of ‘hard’ 

versus ‘soft’ skills might be seen to be gender specific, with the latter being seen by 

some as a more female skill set.  The emergency services are predominantly male 

dominated and have traditionally been a more task oriented culture, placing a higher 

value on hard skills than on soft skills. In informal discussion with interviewees, 

discomfort has been evinced by some about incorporating soft skills authentically, in 

the belief that they might be part of an adherence to a politically correct dogma.  

However, this was not a prevalent view with the more senior officers interviewed.  
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Increasingly, the Police Service and the FRS have recognised the need to enhance 

their emotional intelligence skills, especially as the role of emergency services has 

increasingly focused on interacting more proactively with the communities they 

serve.   

 

For an interwoven method to be embedded effectively, it must be supported by the 

wider organisational culture in normality and incorporated into organisational 

training at many levels.  This may raise challenges of ethos as well as practicality. 

As with all cultural shifts, these value changes take a long time to truly embed within 

an organisation, and some Gold leaders may continue to be wedded to the ‘hard 

skill’ approaches which may have served them well in their careers. 

 

7.2  SCG co-ordinator training 

Training people in an interwoven leadership approach can be carried out through 

focused simulations and exercises.  However, certain aspects may be more easily 

trainable than others.  Strategies for creating options may be taught – the credibility 

needed to persuade others of their effectiveness involves personal value sets, 

experience and confidence, inter alia.   Stress-handling strategies may be 

highlighted, but may not prevent post traumatic responses.   

 

As one interviewee commented about multi-agency strategic leadership, “One of the 

things that make people good commanders is you’ve got to like it.  You’ve got to like 

that adrenalin …that buzz… I love taking decisions that other people won’t take”.  

He also observed, “People who really don’t want to do this shouldn’t be made to.  

And there are some people who really want to do this and they should be stopped”.  

The implication of these comments is that some people have got what it takes and 

some haven’t, and where people sit on the spectrum will be influenced by their 

personality as well as the more trainable aspects. 
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One way of addressing this conundrum might be to filter potential Gold leaders via 

their personal attributes in the TIPS model, and then identify skills gaps which need 

to be trained in the other quadrants.  It is clear that rank, experience and training 

alone will not guarantee effective strategic leadership.  

  

There are some single agency courses for Gold commanders, or incorporating 

aspects required of Gold, but to the best of the author’s knowledge, no assessed 

training for multi-agency Gold co-ordinators exists per se. Even the single agency 

training courses throw up some challenges, especially where people do not have 

the background or experience in dealing with large scale multi-agency incidents.  As 

one senior police interviewee noted, “We train Gold Commanders to do their core 

management job, we don’t train them to manage spontaneous crises.”  Another 

noted, “ACCs have gone through a senior command course.  If they have done this 

course and get the right tactical advice, they may not need to be particularly 

experienced in that discipline to command.”   

 

It has already been highlighted in Chapter 6 that it is erroneous to presume that any 

police officer at ACPO (Association of Chief Police Officers) level can automatically 

effectively handle such major incidents,  This was highlighted by one ACC in the 

context of counter-terrorist incidents, “"The big issue particularly around counter 

terrorist, multi site gold command, is around the ... expectation that you can pull 

someone out of a finance meeting ... and expect them to go straight into managing 

resources around counter terrorism is an absolute .. nonsense.  The skills needed 

are becoming so specialised and so particular."  This particular officer, whose 

background is in handling major incidents, was pushing to develop a cadre of gold 

commanders who are trained to manage counter-terrorist incidents who exercise 

together.  A cohort of people who understand the issues could then be deployed.  

He thought that it would be important to embed the mindset within police forces to 

ask for an accredited Gold commander who would have operational responsibility 
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for commanding that incident, though still leaving the accountability with the relevant 

Chief Constable.  He was unsure whether the police service in the UK is yet in the 

right place to accept such an approach, however. 

 

Individual Constabularies will have different priorities on training, and these 

decisions are often predicated on financial considerations.  One Chief 

Superintendent believed that his force took the decision not to train people in 

management of major incidents because “there was insufficient money in the public 

pot to deliver the training.” He asserted that such training is not necessarily a high 

priority, and all senior police officers will probably think they can deal with it very 

comfortably without that sort of training.   He also noted that “until recently 

(September 2007) there was only one person who could deliver that training  

(centrally) and he was out of the country at major incidents like the Tsunami”.  The 

upshot of this is that they “don't train people - it's what you pick up at exercises plus 

the experience of the day job.”   

 

He also had a theory that training packages are determined depending on who is 

executive for training.  When it was a police officer who headed the Training School, 

the training was practically focused.  Having a training professional changed the 

nature of the courses to management rather than incident resolution.  In his view, 

this is now the case nationally. He observed that “every time there is a national 

disaster we look to put something into place to mitigate that.  What we don't do is 

look in advance at what we should do”.  He conceded it was for the Emergency 

Planning College to undertake this rather than individual Constabularies but “most 

multi-agency requirement is (based on) that they do not need to manage crisis 

because the police will do that."   

 

Several interviewees commented on what should be incorporated into Gold training.  

These included understanding effective and ineffective Gold leadership, observing 
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and modelling good practice, with subsequent discussion and review; gaining a tool 

bag of appropriate leadership styles to get the best out of people; improving 

knowledge of communication, persuasion and influencing strategies to motivate 

people to take actions they may be reluctant to take; and ways of remaining 

strategic and looking at the bigger picture rather than diving into the more tactical 

arena which may be more conducive to an action-centred culture. Other relevant 

topics were the role of SCGs, understanding the roles and responsibilities of one’s 

own and other agencies, managing personal stress, and media training. It was also 

suggested that hearing about particular incidents from those who had run their 

response would be very useful, as long as these were focused on lessons learnt 

and organisational impact rather than as one senior FRS interviewee observed 

“fires what I have fought”. 

 

If these are the topics which should be included (and it should be noted, they mirror 

many of the factors shown in the Interwoven Leadership model), it is pertinent to 

examine how they might be delivered. One interviewee noted, “"Bizarrely, you 

would think, there isn't a qualification where I can go on a course and be assessed 

as a competent Gold Commander - pass or fail." A bespoke leadership course 

where participants were assessed might form the core of accreditation.  This could 

be supplemented locally by opportunities to practice these skills on a more regular 

basis than currently, both in in-house exercises and in a multi-agency context, 

mentoring by senior officers with experience in the field, and feedback on exercise 

performance.  This could form part of a structured programme of continuous 

professional development which would form part of an individual’s performance 

review.  However, this approach would need to be agreed and embedded 

nationally, so that they would form part of a transferable skills pool with some 

consistency in quality measurement.  Ideally, all SCG co-ordinators would have to 

acquire a recognised level of competence specific to multi-agency major incident 
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command.  This in turn would need to be tied in with the multi-agency exercises 

instigated by the Local Resilience Forum (LRF). 

 

There are major obstacles to this approach, however.  LRFs operate differently 

throughout the country. Exercises are held to test the robustness of incident 

planning, rather than individual competence.  Individual emergency services have 

different priorities, and in the current straitened financial climate, may be reluctant to 

resource training which is not seen to be of immediate use, or required relatively 

rarely.    There are several training providers who offer courses for Gold level 

participants such as the Emergency Planning College, the Fire Service College and 

the National Police Improvement Agency.   However, there is no consistent 

centralised training strategy and no assessment on courses – attendance only is 

sufficient (and sometimes not even for the full course!).  Perhaps the course 

designers assume that role and seniority removes the necessity for a formal 

evaluation of course participants. While awareness training based on attendance 

alone has its place, it is argued that it cannot replace formal assessment where 

course participants might receive a fail mark.  One senior FRS officer asserted that 

what might change the emphasis on command training would be “a massive 

catastrophic event where we were found wanting.”  Most legislation has happened 

as a result of such a massive incident or direction at a very high level to measure 

and maintain a certain standard.  However, this does not always happen.  Since the 

London tube and bus bombings in 2005, specific recommendations regarding 

communications still haven't been implemented.  The provision of bespoke training 

courses is also only half the story.  Organisations must also commit their 

appropriate staff to attend – a structured training programme is no use if people 

aren’t made available.  For example, there has been no multi-agency training in the 

very large PCT whose representatives were interviewed in the last two years, in part 

due the constant Health reorganisation referred to in Chapter 5. 
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Reference was made earlier to the LRFs who co-ordinate the organisation and 

delivery of multi-agency exercises as part of the requirement under the Civil 

Contingencies Act 2004. The majority of the interviewees taking part in this 

research came under one LRF which was seen as more effective than many others, 

but even here there was no co-ordinated exercise schedule and it could “either be 

feast or famine.  There is no co-ordinated theme of what we should exercise next, 

which looks at when do we exercise on what and when, which is the role of the 

LRF, which results in three radiation exercises relatively close together.”  This 

interviewee from the Ambulance Service went on to say that there are many 

different work streams looking at many different areas but that they don't seem to be 

co-ordinated into the wider exercise schedule – “sometimes LRF can't see wood for 

trees and can be a bit unwieldy.”  It is not the objective of this thesis to examine the 

effectiveness and competence of the emergency planning and response structures 

and processes.  However, the issue is raised here as a pointer to a generalised 

inconsistency which is bound to affect the effectiveness of any training strategy. 

 

7.3  Gold group training 

In Chapter 6, a link was made between the effectiveness of the Gold group leader 

and the team being led.  It is therefore pertinent to make some reference to training 

available for the Gold group.  Again, this is awareness-only in nature, has no 

accreditation or certification of capability, and is patchy in that not all who may 

attend an incident will have gone through it.  It is predominantly acquired through 

exercise experience, and people may opt out of this if they choose to - there is no 

compulsion to attend.  DCC Parr, who led the response to the Buncefield fire, 

believed that a lack of aggressive exercising meant that people were not used to 

being put under pressure.  However, even with exercises that may not be perceived 

to increase pressure on participants, the opt-out choice can lead to a circular 

dysfunction.   If people lack confidence in their skills and are worried about making 
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foolish mistakes, then they may delegate attendance to someone else.  They 

therefore will never be in a position to improve their effectiveness, and will therefore 

eschew exercise attendance. In any event, it could be argued that exercising is not 

in fact training, albeit that there is a continuum between education through 

awareness, courses which provide training, and exercising. One interviewee 

disliked the use of exercises as a training tool, believing that their purpose is to test 

plans, not people. 

 

One Emergency Planning Officer observed, 

 “You can raise awareness of Executive Officers of roles, responsibilities and what 

is expected within broad terms, within the technical and professional support that 

can be provided, given the individuals limits of knowledge of issues outside their 

own area.  The only other way to achieve an upgrade is to train up people in 

London to deploy anywhere around the country.”   

 

However, this interviewee thought that this wouldn’t happen because of the rarity of 

major incident occurrence as well as the variety of different types of incidents.  

Further, short of having a dedicated team which receives extra training to manage 

any crisis across the area, generic training would always be the strategy of choice.  

He believed that threat analysis over the past 100 years would indicate that a 

dedicated team would not be value for money.  However, it could be argued that in 

the UK, the threat of terrorist attack has never been so consistently heightened and 

that this may be the fulcrum for changing the generic approach.  That being said, 

other more immediate priorities are going to take precedence, and thus any training 

longer than a day or two may not be well supported.    

 

There is also a problem in making sure that the right number of the right type of 

people receives training. They may never or very rarely use these skills, so to make 

sure they don't lose them, they would need regular updating. One interviewee 
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observed that training is useful only if it can be put into practice within about 3 

months, otherwise skills and abilities lost.  SCG participants tend to become 

involved in Gold by virtue of their role, as opposed to specific skills or abilities, 

though some interviewees argued that skills gained within their roles were 

transferable to the major incident situation.  One police interviewee conceded that 

he had been appointed as Gold staff officer by virtue of where he was working as 

opposed to particular skills or abilities.   

 

Health representatives who were interviewed thought there was relatively little 

training pertinent to them, although there is some done by the Health Protection 

Agency, as well as some exercises.  Training for major incidents is locally based, 

depending on availability of Emergency Planning managers who are “incredibly thin 

on the ground".  There is very little Gold training for preparing people for their role 

apart from in-house familiarisation and the multi-agency exercises.  However, this 

was felt to be most useful, as they get to meet colleagues from other agencies.    

 

A course run by the Emergency Planning College (EPC) aimed at Gold group level 

participants was observed by the researcher.  This was originally structured to last 

three days, but it was felt locally that delegates would not spare this amount of time, 

and it was truncated to one day.  Entitled “Strategic Decision-Making in Emergency 

Management”, it focused predominantly on task management skills and was not 

assessed for competence.  In the last year, the EPC has launched a computer-

based simulation training called Gold Standard aimed at training multi-agency Gold 

teams to work together, but this appears still to be under development for efficacy. 
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7.4   Fast track training 

Several of the agencies who are likely to participate in strategic multi-agency 

response to major incidents have programmes to fast track high potential staff, and 

it is likely that some of these personnel will form part of the Gold team. 

 

The interviewees who commented on fast trackers came from the police and the 

FRS.  There has been a fast track system in the Police Service for longer than the 

FRS, which has traditionally had uniformed officers at the highest ranks who have 

joined the service as fire-fighters.  Now, however, non-uniformed managers in the 

FRS are being recruited as “Direct Entry” for high level posts, and this has triggered 

debate around the best way to integrate and train them.  For some of the 

interviewees, there was ambivalence about whether the fast trackers would be able 

to respond as effectively as their more experienced colleagues in the event of a 

major incident.  They pointed to likely difficulties in dealing with incidents as 

complex as the Buncefield fire, both in setting the right strategy and in fielding 

technical questions which might be posed by the media. “They are strategic 

managers, not strategic commanders.”  There was a concern that such managers 

could cope in a simulator, but couldn’t give an order, and that they were being 

recruited to make strategic organisational decisions in normality, and are not trained 

and do not have the background to manage spontaneous crises.   

 

Further, some interviewees thought that the fast trackers’ lack of long term 

organisational experience may mean that they “have not had time to make their 

mistakes”.  An FRS interviewee noted that direct entry staff have been selected 

differently from internal candidates, via assessment centres which are run by people 

who are also external to the organisation.  As another FRS interviewee observed, 

algorithms can be taught as can the mechanics of incident command, but it is 
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debatable whether fast trackers can really understand unless they have felt the 

flashover and backdraught or worn the chemical suit. 

 

Having probed some of these comments, it seemed to the author that these 

concerns would be more pertinent at Silver (tactical) and Bronze (operational) level.  

However, direct entry staff need to be able to establish credibility with their own 

organisation in allocating appropriate resource to serve the strategy of the SCG. It is 

true that fast trackers may lack the long term in-depth experience of colleagues who 

have come up “through the ranks” and there is a correlation between experience 

and capability in crises.  However, it is more likely that fast trackers’ first strategic 

exposure to a major incident would be in an exercise context, and in any event, they 

could call on more experienced colleagues for advice and guidance. Because multi-

agency major incidents are still relatively rare, both organisationally experienced 

staff as well as fast trackers may lack practice in responding to a real incident.   

However, in designing appropriate training and allocating appropriate support, the 

potential lack of organisational experience of fast trackers needs to be taken into 

consideration.   

 

Alternate views of the capability of fast trackers came from a Police EPO who noted 

that in his experience, fast trackers were more open to alternative options, and were 

more likely to have the type of global, strategic thinking necessary to operate 

effectively at Gold. 

 

7.5  Training based on the Interwoven Leadership model 

The interwoven leadership model proposed earlier in this chapter includes a mixture 

of skills, experience and personal attributes.  It is argued that possession of these 

talents and qualities is - of itself - insufficient.  It is also the ability to know when and 

how to combine and apply these abilities, depending on the situation and the people 
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involved.  Thus, in considering how to operationalise the model, consideration has 

to be given to what skills could be considered to be transferable from other 

situations, what is contextually specific to responding to a major incident, and what 

can be trained (and how).  

 

How then could individuals be trained in interwoven leadership, or assessed against 

those criteria?  The foundation skills can certainly be acquired through prior training 

and experience.  However, it is argued that interwoven leadership training would 

need to be focused in the context of a multi-agency major incident response.  This 

may sound like a statement of the obvious, but it is highlighted because of a belief 

in some organisations that the skills and abilities acquired in normality would be 

adequate in major incident response.  Whilst the author would agree that some 

skills are transferable, the complexity, ambiguity and time pressure of a major 

incident can affect the effectiveness of skill deployment.  For example, an individual 

who is skilled in making decisions when they have the luxury of reflection and 

extensive consultation may be highly stressed by rapid decision making based on 

limited information and within very tight time frames. 

 

Many of the skills listed in the model are trainable, such as delegation, meeting 

skills, decision-making strategies, and communication styles. The concepts of 

emotional intelligence can be conveyed (although it does presuppose that training 

participants are open to new ways of thinking and are prepared to implement their 

learning).  Some parts of the model can be acquired through personal experience 

and by trainees having learnt from their mistakes earlier in their careers. However, 

certain of the personal attributes might be deemed to be inherent within an 

individual.   For example, it might be exceptionally challenging  - if not impossible – 

to create a training programme which instilled ethical decision-making into an 

individual whose moral code is not aligned with their organisation or the Gold group 

they may potentially belong to. To the best of the author’s knowledge, this is not an 
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area which is generally encompassed by job descriptions or person specifications 

when selecting for new staff. 

 

One way of addressing these problems might be to utilise a combination of methods 

such as those used in assessment and development centres.  Assessment and 

development centres are not specific places, but approaches by which a role is 

simulated as far as is possible through a series of exercises and structured 

processes. Assessment centres usually take place as part of a recruitment and 

selection process, while development centres tend to focus on employees already 

in an organisation, identifying training and development needs.  A well constructed 

centre will be an accurate predictor of behaviour in the job in terms of the abilities, 

aptitudes and personal characteristics that can be shown to relate to job 

performance.   

 

Key characteristics of such a process include observations by trained assessors 

based on key dimensions or competences which differentiate between successful 

and less successful performance.  These observations are based on skills analysis 

carried out through such methods as interviewing people performing the role, 

observation of people carrying out the role, using repertory grid methodology to 

differentiate between successful and less successful role holders and thus 

identifying appropriate behaviours, and gathering information via appropriately 

designed job analysis questionnaires. 

 

Several types of exercises can be employed within an assessment centre. They are 

designed to bring out the required behaviour from participants, who are observed in 

a variety of situations.  Group exercises typically involve four to six individuals who 

are given a task to complete or a topic to discuss, the objective being to assess 

inter-relationship.  Although it is a group exercise, the group is not being assessed 

as a whole, as assessors will be looking at each individual separately to observe 
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and note their behaviour, seeking evidence of interpersonal and communication 

skills, the ability to operate as a team player, and whether leadership qualities are 

being exhibited.  Assessors may look for an assertive (though non-aggressive) 

facilitative style which encourages the input of others while allowing the individual to 

put their own ideas across.  Others in the group will also have their own agenda 

about the roles they want to take and how they want to behave. 

 

Analytical and written exercises can take many forms but are almost always highly 

time-pressured, requiring a lot of analysis and data management. Typical examples 

include   strategic exercises where a large amount of information is provided around 

a scenario and the participant is then asked to prioritise concerns, decisions and 

actions.   In-tray exercises give the participant a short period of time to look through 

an in-tray and make decisions about everything in it. The exercise is usually 

delivered via an e-mail inbox using a laptop.  Written exercises are similar to 

strategic and in-tray but the purpose is primarily to generate a written output, such 

as a brief.  Fact finding exercises require the participant to question an information 

provider and then make a clearly justifiable decision. 

 

Although assessment and development centres may have points of similarity, there 

are also differences which indicate that development centres are clearly more 

appropriate in training Gold co-ordinators and their teams. Lee and Beard (1994) 

cite Kerr and Davenport (1989) in highlighting some useful differences.  A 

development centre focuses on training and development as opposed to selection 

and rejection.  The range and quality of data fed back to the participant is much 

greater, and an assessor will discuss with the individual the data which has 

emerged from the exercises, and agree an action plan to improve performance.  

Such a plan might include targeted training, coaching, mentoring and peer 

feedback.  There is a climate of encouragement to experiment and make mistakes, 

and the emphasis is on learning.  This requires high trust levels between 
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participants and assessors.  Three hundred and sixty (360) degree feedback, where 

comment is sought from bosses, peers and subordinates may also have been 

completed prior to attendance at the centre.  “Assessors” are more often called 

“observers” to underline their different role. 

 

It is argued that a development centre approach should also incorporate a 

simulation as one of its exercises. Simulations are one of the most common devices 

used in training for disasters in the UK emergency services, and they allow key 

decision makers to gain exposure to particular types and stages of crisis scenarios 

(Borodzicz, 2005). They are essentially role playing, and examples of multi-agency 

exercises observed by the author are shown in Chapter 4.   If crisis scenarios are 

thoughtfully designed, the crucial interwovenness of skills described in the TIPS 

model can be evinced.  For example, a scenario could be created where an SCG 

co-ordinator was faced with a strategic decision to make which created a tension 

between available resources and humanitarian demands; or where he/she had the 

choice between making a decision which was erroneous but would satisfy the 

demand of a powerful stakeholder, or which was correct but would cause significant 

political ripples. 

 

Although it has been suggested that a development centre approach is more 

appropriate, there does need to be some filtering for appropriateness – in other 

words, a degree of assessment.  Interviewees have been cited in the previous two 

chapters reiterating that not everybody at a level of seniority has the capability to 

lead or participate in the response to a major incident.  This study highlighted the 

importance of personal attributes, without which – it is suggested – Gold leaders will 

not be effective.  Setting up a development centre could enable those who wished 

to be part of a Gold team to test and develop their skills.  Equally, those whose skills 

fall below par and who may never be able to develop them to an appropriate level 

can recognise this in a safe environment. When major multi-agency exercises take 
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place, participants are invariably told that it is test of the system rather than the 

individuals taking part.  Although it is recognised that fewer people would attend if 

participants thought they were being assessed, it is nevertheless argued that such 

an objective should be challenged.  Any system – no matter how well thought out 

and planned – has to be implemented and interpreted by human beings.  A good 

system can be brought down by poor people performance.  Highly competent 

people might be able to manage through an indifferent system and find 

workarounds which allow normality to be attained. 

 

There are downsides to this suggestion.  It would need commitment from 

organisations to sign up to some sort of accreditation of crisis responders.  A 

consistent set of criteria would need to be agreed between all organisations which 

would be applied to that accreditation. Financial resource would be needed to set 

up development centres, to author appropriate exercises, to train assessors and to 

incorporate the necessary IT.  This resource would need to be ongoing in order to 

maintain organisational capability and to respond to organisational churn.  Given the 

tendency alluded to in Chapter 5 regarding organisational unwillingness to commit 

resources to training people for a major multi-agency incident that might happen 

only rarely, such financial commitment may be problematic.  This will undoubtedly 

be exacerbated by the current national and global recessionary downturn, when 

budgets will be under greater and greater scrutiny. A more low key approach might 

be to use exercises to target specific combinations of skills where trained observers 

could give feedback.  This has begun to be implemented in some of the exercises 

observed by the author and shown in Chapter 4. 

 

7.6  Other types of learning 

This chapter has concentrated on formal training and exercising as an approach to 

embedding interwoven leadership.  However, it is pertinent to examine how else 
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SCG co-ordinators and their teams can improve their effectiveness, and one 

method is to review major incidents and exercises that have taken place.  

Whenever incidents rise significantly into the public consciousness – and thus 

become political hot potatoes – accountable politicians and agencies will speak of 

the desire to learn lessons so that the incident will never reoccur.  Public inquiries 

are often set up to identify what these lessons are, and to make recommendations 

for the future, and debriefing both at individual and multi-agency level after a major 

incident forms part of the evidence gathering for this process. When major 

exercises have taken place, organisations which have taken part will be involved in 

a review highlighting successes and reporting lessons to be learnt.   These reviews 

and inquiries facilitate improvement in combined response, future training and 

exercising and show where there are gaps in staff competence.  This is the theory. 

 

However, there seem to be problems in practicing the reality.  The author was not 

clear how - and to what extent - lessons were identified, let alone learnt by changing 

processes, procedures or incorporated into training and exercising.  One senior 

police officer observed that there was not enough reflection and learning, and no 

continuity of learning.  He thought that learning lessons should be measured as a 

performance indicator as part of an accountability. Other interviewees were not sure 

that people are prepared to say “the system's not working, let's do it differently.” 

One EPO commented in an ad hoc conversation that you cannot be seen to criticise 

another organisation. A senior FRS officer thought that there was no proper multi-

agency process in his area for picking up lessons and implementing them.  Another 

thought that the FRS had “an ethos of give us a problem and we’ll get on with it 

…we don’t often pause to review and evaluate.”  On the other hand, other FRS 

officers in the same area pointed out that such reviews are “starting to be more 

recognised as important because of incidents that have recently taken place, not 

just a tick the box exercise.  We are getting better at learning from others and 

sharing information in the FRS”. They now carry out an operational assessment 



Page 201 of 269  Katherine Devit t  – Doctoral thesis 
 Going for Gold  

picking up issues that have been publicised in FRS circulars, including how 

incidents are debriefed and what actions are taken as a result.  However, this 

officer, who is heavily involved in the Local Resilience Forum, pointed out that this 

did not happen at a multi-agency level.  A Head of Regional Resilience spoke of 

lack of follow through on lessons identified: people were too busy. Although 

busyness might be a justification for not identifying and implementing lessons learnt 

as a consistent practice, it might equally be the case that, as Elliott (2006) observes, 

““People and groups within organizations employ a range of strategies to resist 

change, even when events highlight inadequacies in systems, procedures and 

beliefs” 

 

Some interviewees commented on the importance of picking up and embedding 

lessons close in time to exercises and actual incidents.  “If something doesn't get 

changed after an exercise within one hundred days, it won't happen”; “sharing 

experiences of lessons identified doesn't take place when it should, close after an 

incident, because of fear of public inquiries.”  This concern regarding public inquiries 

seems to be based on the perception – perhaps justifiably – that “inquiries tend to 

be more of a damning thing rather than initiating a programme of change.”  

However, public inquiries and coroner investigations are more likely to drive change 

because of their high profile nature.   That being said, one EPO was doubtful that 

much change did take place as a result of inquiries, and there is evidence to 

support that pessimistic view.  After the transport bombings in London in July 2005, 

the enquiry highlighted the difficulties of communications between the emergency 

services underground – a difficulty which was highlighted eighteen years previously 

after the Kings Cross Underground fire inquiry.  Nevertheless, some interviewees 

thought that it is high casualty/high profile incidents which “name and shame” that 

might hold the key to whether or not necessary change occurs. Lessons were not 

being learnt as assiduously as they could be “because we haven't had that worst 

case scenario where as a result of negligence on the part of Gold as a body or an 
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individual agency … more people were dying as a consequence."  This view is 

reinforced by ACC Mick Matthews, who led the response to the Gloucestershire 

flooding cited in Chapter 4. “ The proof of the pudding... when it rains again,  which 

it will … and it floods again ... will the public perceive a different approach next time 

round which makes them think...they've really got a grip of this now?  All the public 

will see is their houses are flooded again and coppers and fire officers are wading 

through in boats and waders to get them out.  Because the money ain't there to 

invest in the future.”  This problem of financing change was reinforced by another 

interviewee who thought that if large amounts of money were needed to implement 

change it would cause an obstacle. 

 

Thus, the issue of finance can impact the learning of lessons, as can the 

commitment of senior individuals and agencies.  The author posited to one Health 

EPO that there were only three routes to gaining experience: training, exercises, 

and real incidents. To measure effectiveness of these, it would be necessary to 

establish the utility of training when person is exposed to exercise or incident; to 

measure how well the exercises work; and to check whether this is followed through 

and fed back to the LRF and individual organisations.  They would then need to 

commit to make the necessary changes, prioritised to the top six lessons for 

example, and then they come back to the LRF to say it's done.  The EPO replied 

that “in the real world we have a trade-off between normal business and crisis 

management.  Historically, people did it because they had to as well as being 

sensible to do so - competing priorities against what does happen and what might 

not happen.  In Counties where they have had an incident, there is a different 

outlook, though with a rapid change in personnel, these things can get lost.” 

 

In this chapter, the case for interwoven leadership has been put forward, based on 

skills data gathered in the course of this research.  It is argued that possession of 

individual skills sets is not enough to become effective at Gold level, but that the 



Page 203 of 269  Katherine Devit t  – Doctoral thesis 
 Going for Gold  

ability to call upon and weave together a combination of skills in the right way and at 

the right time is the difference that makes the difference. The differences in training 

need between fast track staff and those coming up through the ranks have been 

pointed out. Ways have been suggested to train against the criteria of the model via 

a development centre approach and embedding lessons learnt, though obstacles to 

the adoption of such methods have also been highlighted. 

The next chapter will discuss the findings, comparing and contrasting the case 

studies with what emerged from the interviews carried out.  Recommendations for 

future research will also be made. 
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CHAPTER 8 
 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 
 

"To the question, "When were your spirits at the lowest ebb?" the obvious answer 
seemed to be, "When the gin gave out." 

In this chapter, the main themes from the research interviews will be identified, and 

compared and contrasted with observations arising from exercises and data from 

two major incidents.  The current state of training for Gold leaders and their teams 

will be highlighted, key points of the interwoven leadership model will be presented, 

and suggestions made regarding future training.  Finally, proposals for future 

research building on this thesis will be put forward.   

Sir Francis Chichester 

8.1    Main interview themes 
There are two overarching categories: the attributes of effective leaders of strategic 

multi-agency major incident response teams; and the positive and negative factors 

affecting leadership effectiveness. It is recognised that there are many factors which 

can contribute to this latter category, including the quality and communication of 

information; the extent, complexity and novelty of the incident; and the amount of 

support or interference from other external agencies including the Government.  

However, this research is predominantly focused on the interplay of human factors 

between leader and those being led, and it is that arena which will be explored in 

this discussion. Supporting these categories are several underpinning themes.  In 

order to give some context to leadership attributes, the themes affecting leadership 

effectiveness not directly attributable to the leader will be examined first. 

8.1.1 Factors affecting leadership effectiveness not directly attributable 
to the leader 

The category which has the most noteworthy impact on leader effectiveness in this 

study is the SCG itself.  It is argued that the membership and competence of the 
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Gold team has the potential to significantly affect the strategic response to major 

incidents - positively or negatively – even if the SCG co-ordinator is highly effective.  

There are four main areas to be considered under this heading: getting the right 

people at Gold; the familiarity that attendees have with other SCG members; 

gaining individual and organisational commitment; and the cultural background that 

Gold participants come from. 

8.1.1.1 The right people 
There are a number of factors which appear to meet the requirement of having the 

right people at the Gold table. Individuals must have a clear understanding of what 

the SCG is there to do:  make strategic decisions, allocate resources and co-

ordinate collective effort in consort with others around the Gold table in order to 

contain the incident and return the community to normality as speedily as possible.  

They must recognise the “battle rhythm”– the co-ordination and synchronisation - of 

the emergency response, and take the agreed, necessary and timely actions 

between the main SCG meetings. 

 

They need to understand how their own roles and the roles of the other participant 

agencies contribute to this purpose, as well as the workings of a SCG and its 

support structure.  As is shown in Chapter 1, there is a recognised and nationally 

agreed structure of emergency response based upon three levels of command, 

known as Gold, Silver and Bronze. Lack of role clarity – who is accountable and/or 

responsible for doing what – can cause issues for the Gold team. For example, 

during the Gloucestershire flooding, the Chief Constable also attended SCGs, 

leading to confusion about whether he was leading the response, or whether it was 

ACC Matthews. This was raised during the interviews undertaken by the 

Gloucestershire County Council Scrutiny Committee where one of the members 

sought clarification from ACC Matthews regarding the establishment of a Platinum 

Command, and asked where this fitted in the Gold, Silver, Bronze emergency 

response structure.  ACC Matthews responded that the Platinum level is a 
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command structure invoked by the Metropolitan Police when there is more than one 

Gold commander.  In the Gloucester situation, he pointed out that because of the 

unprecedented scale of the emergency, “There was a risk to our own command 

structures failing unless we built in some resilience and some responsibility for who 

was going to do what.”  It was therefore agreed that the Chief Constable would "own 

the media" and that he would provide reassurance to the public.  The Cabinet Office 

and the Prime Minister also needed to be briefed, and there was a concern that 

ACC Matthews would be distracted from running the emergency during the day in 

order to prepare these briefings.  The Chief Constable took over this duty.  Further, 

the police wished to reinforce who was in overall charge and therefore used the 

Metropolitan Police system of a Platinum command "so that people recognised that 

was where the buck stopped."  Interestingly, a submission by one of the media to 

this committee saw the Chief Constable as leading the Gold command and chairing 

the meetings.  It is easy to see how confusion can arise over roles. 

 

Another issue was raised by a member of the Gloucestershire Scrutiny Committee 

who was unfamiliar with some of the terms used in emergency procedures.  Many 

professional groups use jargon and acronyms freely, and this can be confusing for 

new participants.  An example of this was observed by the author during the multi-

agency section of Exercise Bravo mentioned in Chapter 4.  One of the participants, 

a representative from the health agencies, and who had been seconded from a 

private organisation, was confused by some of the terminology being used around 

the Gold table.  He did raise the issue at the time, though it is possible that a less 

confident person might have failed to do so.  It might help to have a glossary of key 

terms issued to all Gold participants.  There was even a problem of jargon 

confusion at the Police Gold meetings which was highlighted at the Exercise Bravo 

debriefing for the Constabulary, “Throughout the exercise and in written materials 

and plans, there was continuous use of acronyms and terminology, much of which 

was not familiar to all of those involved.  On occasion, the same acronym or term 
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was used to describe different things, which led to confusion and disagreement over 

what was being asked for." 

 

The understanding of how the SCG works is built predominantly through awareness 

training and attendance at exercises, though some have gained that knowledge 

through being precipitated into a major incident.  This was the case for the utility 

companies during the Gloucestershire flooding, who as Category 2 designated 

agencies under the Civil Contingencies Act 2004 are required to co-operate with 

and provide information to Category 1 responders.  In the report produced by 

Severn Trent Water on the impact of the July 2007 floods on the water infrastructure 

and customer service, one of the lessons learnt by the utility company was noted as 

follows, “We have not previously experienced an incident which involved Gold 

command, although we are represented at subcommittee level of the Local 

Resilience Forums and have reported to them our plans and exercises for 

operational incidents.  Consequently, we were initially unfamiliar with the command 

and control protocols and of the respective roles and responsibilities of the Gold 

command members within the structure.” As a result, this utility company has 

undertaken to train the necessary staff in the working practices and protocols of the 

command and control structure adopted for major incidents handled under the Civil 

Contingencies Act.  They also intend to conduct rehearsals to practice major 

incident management skills.  The phraseology of Severn Trent’s reference to their 

engagement with the LRFs is interesting.  The Scrutiny Report carried out by 

Gloucestershire County Council, and based on interviews with agencies that had 

been part of the incident response, states “Severn Trent had never been a member 

of the Local Resilience Forum in Gloucestershire or in any other county, but that in 

future they accepted that this needed to change.” 

 

In understanding just how Gold works, organisations are better placed to send the 

right managerial level of people with the right strategic knowledge and expertise, 
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and all importantly, the right level of decision-making power regarding the 

deployment of resources. Analysis of the research interviews show that there 

appear to be inconsistencies in how far representatives from some non-blue light 

agencies are authorised to make decisions in committing resources and take 

actions without consulting with their agencies.  As a result, this is likely to cause a 

delay in taking decisions within a tight timeline, and results in frustration for the SCG 

co-ordinator attempting to gain commitment to the deployment of resources.  

However, for all inter-agency Gold team members to be able to make decisions with 

the right level of authority, they must believe that their organisations repose the trust 

in them to make whatever decisions are needed at that time.  Further, they must 

believe that they will not personally suffer adversely as a consequence of those 

decisions once the incident is contained.  It is argued that fast-time decision-making 

made in the white heat of a major incident may run contrary to the culture pertaining 

in normality, and thus requires a significant shift of mental models.  Such individuals 

may have come from organisations that plan carefully and cautiously, with due 

regard to financial and political consequences of risk-taking.  Therefore, on an 

individual basis, they must not only be confident and timely in their decision-making, 

but be prepared to go out on a limb with limited information.   

 

This leads on to the issue of competing agendas.  There may be tension between 

the priorities of the SCG, and that of the individual agencies.  An example was given 

in Chapter 5 of an exercise where the Social Services had a concern regarding 

proper child protection procedures in the event where an unknown adult was 

shepherding children to safety. This stood at odds with the far more significant and 

immediate danger of death by poison cloud.  In the real incident of the 

Gloucestershire flooding, there were problems with the competing agendas of the 

SCG and Severn Trent Water, when the utility company wanted to make 

announcements about getting the water running in certain areas for financial and 

reputational reasons. This clashed with the overarching SCG strategy to leaflet 
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everyone in the county, warning the public not to drink any water coming out of their 

taps. 

 

It is not only the organisational culture that must be considered in getting the right 

people to the Gold table.  An individual's personal skills and capabilities are of major 

importance.  They have to be able to manifest the change in style required to deal 

with such events, whether it is to step up their game and make speedy decisions 

with minimal information, or to curb their desire to take action when prudence may 

be the better course to take.  Many of those on the SCG who are not from the 

emergency services may never have had to deal with the magnitude of a major 

incident - a stress factor in its own right.   Making decisions on life-and-death events 

invariably produces stress in decision-makers, and the ability to deal with that stress 

is paramount. It has been observed in chapter 5 that acting out of one's comfort 

zone can cause an adverse stress reaction, and can result in an individual failing to 

adapt to new circumstances.  Rather, there will be a predilection to strive - however 

unrealistically - to take decisions "as normal.”  One manifestation of this is a 

tendency to revert to tactical decision-making, rather than remaining at a strategic 

overview. 

 

Even if the SCG are under stress, at least they will have access to a deal of 

information on what is happening, albeit sometimes erroneous and not always in the 

right order.  SCG members have to be aware that this is not the case for the vast 

majority of the public, and to recognise that public expectations and hence media 

expectations may be disproportional to the timing and content of what can actually 

be delivered.  Clearly, the "right people" will need to have the ability not only to deal 

with the incident itself, but to understand and manage the expectations of a plethora 

of incident stakeholders.   
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In describing the selection process in the 1950s for the American jet fighter pilots, 

Wolfe (1991) notes, "At every level in one's progress up that staggeringly high 

pyramid, the world was once more divided into those men who had the right stuff to 

continue the climb, and those who had to be left behind in the most obvious way." It 

is not just the SCG co-ordinator that needs to be made of the right stuff, but also the 

SCG members themselves. 

8.1.1.2 Familiarity with other SCG members 
Some emphasis has been laid in the previous section on the ability of individuals 

within the SCG.  However, it is even more important that these individuals act in co-

ordination with one another, and therefore familiarity with the agendas, cultures, 

strengths and weaknesses of other SCG members is imperative.  This familiarity 

may already exist through meeting one another at exercises or training courses.  It 

is fundamental to the building of trust, and therefore inter-agency alliances. Mutual 

trust and understanding are seen as fundamental building blocks in Emergency 

Response and Recovery, the Cabinet Office guidance on integrated emergency 

management, (Cabinet Office, 2005).  It states, “Organisations must understand 

each other’s functions, ways of working, priorities and constraints. This will facilitate 

the genuine dialogue that is essential to enabling shared aims and objectives to be 

developed, agreed and implemented.”  It is noteworthy that in several of the 

research interviews, emergency services officers placed much value on whether or 

not they trusted their colleagues’ judgment.  This is understandable, given that they 

will have been in situations where their well-being and lives depended on whether 

they could trust the judgment of their colleagues.  

Churn – the rotation of individuals into, out of and through an organisation - has 

made familiarity with other group members even more difficult in certain areas, and 

has been exacerbated by the constant reorganisation and restructuring of agencies.  

This is particularly so in the Health community. It has an effect on the continuity and 

maintenance of organisational memory which can be accessed not only at the Gold 

table but in the Gold support groups.   Depending on the duration of the incident, 
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there will also be churn within the SCG itself, as new participants take over.  Even 

where participants do rehearse together in exercises, there is no guarantee that 

they will be available when an incident occurs, due to shift changes, leave and 

sickness.   

 

It can be seen that although familiarity with one's colleagues on the SCG facilitates 

effectiveness of that group, there are challenges to achieving it.  There must be the 

opportunity to be able to meet colleagues, those colleagues have to be available on 

the day, and trust-building has to take place in order that the primacy of the SCG  

agenda takes precedence over individual agency priorities. 

8.1.1.3 Commitment to incident and exercise attendance and training 
In reviewing the level of commitment that organisations have to supporting 

emergency planning and response, it is pertinent to review the incentives and 

constraints upon them. 

Under the Civil Contingencies Act (HMSO, 2004), Category 1 agencies have the 

duty ”to maintain plans to ensure that, if an emergency occurs or is likely to occur, 

each Category 1 responder body can deliver its functions so far as necessary or 

desirable for the purpose of preventing the emergency, reducing, controlling or 

mitigating its effects, or taking other action in connection with it.”  Under the 

regulations, plans must include provision for the carrying out of exercises and for 

the training of an appropriate number of suitable personnel.  However, there is no 

external assessment of individual performance.  Organisations must consider the 

level and intensity of training and exercising they wish to instigate, measured 

against the financial cost of doing so and the likelihood of those people being 

required to manage a major incident response. 

 

Elliott (2006) points out that “there is a growing expectation that organizations 

should possess the competences to handle crisis events.”  However, as far as this 

researcher can ascertain, no organisation involved in strategic multi-agency 
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response to a major incident specifically includes crisis response competences in 

choosing their Gold representatives.  Designated crisis response competences form 

no part of the selection process of senior managers and directors when they are 

selected in normality.  This could be attributed to two main suppositions which might 

be made by organisations.  First, they assume that the necessary crisis response 

competencies form part of the generic managerial selection criteria, and that for 

example, an ability to make well judged decisions under pressure is just as 

necessary in normality as it is during an incident response. Whilst this may be true, 

the context in which such decisions might be made is very different from 

organisational decisions made in normality.  SCG members have to make their 

decisions in an unfamiliar environment, dealing with a set of circumstances not met 

previously which may involve life or death implications, with limited and constantly 

changing information and against a very tight timeline.  The people with whom they 

are making such decisions may not have been known to them previously. 

 

The second assumption might be characterised as gambling against the likelihood 

of being involved in an incident that requires the invocation of a SCG, and indeed it 

is true that major crises are rare.  However, there is a continuing heightened threat 

to the UK of terrorist attack, classified as “real and serious” by the Government.  

The effects of global warming are having their effect, resulting in adverse weather 

conditions such as the major flooding seen in the UK in 2008.  Concerns regarding 

pandemic flu still run high. It is suggested that organisational complacency is 

misplaced. 

 

Underpinning these two assumptions, it does not appear that senior management is 

held accountable individually for their ability to respond effectively to a major 

incident either in their generic job descriptions in normality, or as part of emergency 

response plans. Currently, there is no external evaluation of the fitness for purpose 
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of emergency response plans.   Fitness for purpose appears to be based on self 

monitoring and self assessment.    

 

Getting the right people from some agencies to come to the SCG can be 

problematic. In the Gloucestershire flooding response, some agencies were 

reluctant to send people to Gold because of commitments elsewhere, for example 

the Environment Agency (EA) and the Highways Agency.  Several of the research 

interviewees commented that there was inconsistent attendance at exercises by 

non-blue light services, and that sometimes agency participants would disappear 

part way through exercises.  In large organisations like Health, there is a rota 

system for attending Gold, so it is the luck of the draw as to whether that person has 

had Gold expertise and/or training previously.  It was noted in Chapter 5 that the 

author had made a suggestion to one Health interviewee regarding the setting up of 

a core cadre of senior managers whose major incident training could be kept up to 

date, thus maintaining a consistent bank of expertise.  The interviewee was doubtful 

about whether people would be prepared to go on such a rota, and whether NHS 

Trusts would pay to secure the availability of personnel for something that might 

never happen.  This raises the issue of cost.  Releasing people for training has a 

cost implication, and attendance at exercises also involves the time spent in 

preparation for it.  It will be interesting to see whether the financial pressures of the 

current “credit crunch” adversely impact exercising and training. 

There is also a possibility that individuals may not be committed to attending 

exercises and training.   This may be due to more pressing organisational demands, 

but there is also the possibility raised by one research interviewee that some 

individuals are not confident of their ability to respond effectively in an emergency 

and will therefore take avoiding action in attending exercises. 

8.1.1.4 Cultural differences 
An almost universal observation from the research interviewees referred to the 

difference in decision-making between participants from the emergency services 
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and those who were not, and that these differing styles had the potential to cause 

problems.  The action-oriented blue light organisations often displayed frustration 

with their more reflective colleagues, maintaining that this “slow-time” decision-

making was inappropriate for a fast moving incident.  Adjustment to the clock speed 

of incidents, real or in exercise scenarios, was a frequent concern, an example of 

which was “paralysis by analysis” with some agencies during the Buncefield fire.  A 

multi-agency debrief report of the fire made by the Hertfordshire Resilience Forum 

in March 2007(Hertfordshire Resilience Forum, 2007) stated, “There were 

occasions on the first day of the incident when advice was requested of technical 

and health experts and a considerable period of time had elapsed before such 

advice was eventually forthcoming. Advice where a “best guess” from the experts 

would have been sufficient to help inform decision making at the time was 

eschewed in favour of detailed scientific and academic opinion which took 

considerably longer to materialise, by which time many of those decisions for 

operational reasons had already been taken.” 

 

There was a view that local authorities have become much quicker in their decision-

making due to specific training in responding to terrorism or chemical, biological, 

radiological, nuclear (CBRN) agenda.  However, this sense of urgency did not seem 

to be translated into natural disasters such as flooding evacuation or Foot and 

Mouth Disease.  This may be attributable to some organisations (and some 

individuals) being more cautious in their problem-solving, more risk averse and 

more sensitive to how their decisions might play out in local communities once the 

incident has been contained. They may be unwilling to set precedent or allocate 

resources which have the potential for reputational damage subsequently. 

 

Conversely, the Police Service have long followed a mindset of taking decisions 

based on the information they have at a particular point in time, and will defend their 

actions at public inquiries based on that principle.  Further, they will maintain that 
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taking a decision in the middle of an incident is better than taking no decision.  

However, there may be times when overdoing this proactive approach might 

jeopardise the taking of a strategic overview in instances when it might be wise to 

delay decisions.  An example of this delicate balance was given in Chapter 5 where 

there were dilemmas about publicising an escape of plutonium.  Precipitate action 

could have had a negative impact on public confidence; delay in action could 

adversely affect the ability of the public to take precautions.  It can be seen that 

neither cultural decision-making approach is appropriate for all scenarios.  However, 

it is incumbent on the SCG co-ordinator in particular to take an overview and utilise 

the differing approaches to best effect.  This skill has been proposed as part of 

interwoven leadership, and will be discussed further in this chapter. 

 

Sometimes this cultural divide polarised views between agencies.  Generally, 

interviewees coming from the blue light services believed that - with some 

exceptions - their non-blue light colleagues did not contribute in a timely way, and 

were more prone to debate than was judicious in a major incident.  This was a 

criticism often levelled at the health participants.  However, it should be noted that 

the cross-section of health agencies involved in major incidents do have their own 

individual cultures and agenda priorities, and some participants come from 

backgrounds were prompt decision-making is of the essence.  An example would 

be where an individual had a background in accident and emergency medicine. 

It should be noted that the majority of people interviewed in this research were 

drawn from the emergency services.  They appeared to be proud of their 

organisational and personal ability to respond effectively to incidents, and 

occasionally somewhat dismissive about other agencies, thus cultural prejudices 

and stereotyping about non-blue light services cannot be ruled out.  

 

In interviewing senior emergency services personnel, there was a universal concern 

over the contribution of Government Offices. Informal comments about the 
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inadequacy of the government liaison officers were made to, and in the hearing of, 

the author on several occasions during exercises.  There was recognition that the 

intent of these representatives was positive, and that they did not have extensive 

training in dealing with a wide variety of incidents.  Nevertheless, there was much 

criticism about misinterpretation of events which were then fed into the Government 

Cabinet via COBR. This allegation was levelled against three different Government 

Offices, which would imply a consistent problem. It was thought that they were more 

of a hindrance than a help.  There was also criticism of the actions of Regional Civil 

Contingencies Committees (RCCCs) who provide a strategic picture of the situation 

within the region as part of an operational response.  For example, Gloucestershire 

Constabulary submitted evidence to the Gloucestershire Scrutiny Committee 

(Gloucestershire County Council, 2007), arguing that “the Regional Civil 

Contingencies Committee (RCCC) caused unnecessary confusion as a result of its 

‘blue sky’ thinking around the evacuation of the County. This led to the perception 

amongst a number of agencies that this was going to occur, which was a distraction 

and wholly unhelpful.”   

 

In summary, those people who, for whatever reason, have little exercise experience 

will have difficulty understanding their role and that of others, may be less stress 

resilient, and will not be able to “hit the ground running” because they will need to 

spend time understanding the workings of the SCG.   If those people have not 

worked with the team members of the SCG, they will not be aware of the strengths 

and weaknesses present in the group, and they may find that integrating effectively 

into the group takes some time.  Because of the strategic nature of SCGs, all the 

participants will be leaders in their own agencies, and they have to balance the 

demands of the incident against the longer term impact of those decisions on their 

own organisations. 
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Therefore, it is argued that leadership effectiveness in a SCG will be affected 

positively by having people at the appropriate level of seniority with the right 

experience given the relevant remit to make decisions and commit resources.  The 

most effective teams will have a clear understanding of their role and purpose, and 

build effective and powerful relationships with each other based on trust.  Their 

organisations will be committed to facilitating their attendance at exercises and 

training and will support them appropriately, allocating high quality support teams to 

enable them to make well-judged decisions.  There will be tolerance of individual 

agency agendas and a desire to subsume individual interests in order to return the 

community to normality as quickly as possible. 

 

Earlier in this chapter, the importance of trust amongst SCG members was 

stressed.  The importance of trust has another dimension, and is concerned with the 

issue of primacy of the SCG co-ordinator. In Chapter 5, the potential ambivalence of 

the role was explored and the different views regarding the scope and style of 

decision-making by this role holder was discussed. There did not appear to be a 

consistency of views, and this was complicated by potential role confusion.  As one 

police officer noted in an e-mail exchange with the author, “In a terrorist incident it is 

fairly clear that a crime has been committed or may still be in action and the Police 

have a statutory responsibility/right to investigate crime.  This is less clear in civil 

contingencies where a crime has not been committed; decease, flooding, fuel 

shortages, chemical spills, off shore incidents etc.” 

 

Preserving a crime scene is pre-eminent for police officers to carry out their crime 

solving duties, even in the midst of a major incident.  This can be seen in the 

example given in Chapter 6 of DCC Parr’s reasoning regarding the response to the 

Buncefield fire, “I am putting a crime scene above an extra £2000 on every Air 

France flight.”  There might be tensions for some police SCG co-ordinators between 
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this requirement to protect the crime scene and other actions which need to be 

taken for the good of all. 

 

The Police have powers which are specific to their duties, and which accrue to few 

other agencies. For example, under the Police Act, 1964, (HMSO, 1964) section 51 

states, “Any person who resists or wilfully obstructs a constable in the execution of 

his duty, or person assisting a constable in the execution of his duty, shall be guilty 

of an offence and liable on summary conviction to imprisonment…”  This might have 

been the legal basis under which the ACC cited in Chapter 5 (under the Primacy 

section) could have decided to exclude someone from another agency if it was 

contested. 

 

It is argued that this has the potential to colour relationships between a police SCG 

co-ordinator and the SCG.  It is important for the robustness of decision-making that 

those around the Gold table “question and challenge when things do not make 

sense” (Elliott, 2006). Might people feel psychologically constrained in arguing with 

a police Gold leader, knowing they have the power of arrest?  Might they be 

socialised to go along with the suggested action of a police officer despite any 

personal concerns?  Certainly one EPO in a large constabulary confirmed that it 

was rare for an SCG to challenge a Police SCG co-ordinator. Hofstede and 

Hofstede’s observation (2005) - that an organization’s culture is maintained not only 

in the minds of its members but also in the minds of its other “stakeholders” - cited 

earlier in this thesis is pertinent.  

 

It is also relevant to refer to literature which examines perceptions of police officers 

to “civilians”.  Reiner (2000) underlines the importance of understanding “cop 

culture”: how police officers see the social world and their role within it. He sees this 

culture as having developed “as a patterned set of understandings that help officers 

cope with and adjust to the pressures and tensions confronting the police”, having a 
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sense of mission as its central feature.  However, Reiner also highlights that this 

sense of mission is also intermingled with “a hedonistic love of action and 

pessimistic cynicism” which leads to a pressure for results which “may strain against 

legalistic principles of due process.”  This may be one possible explanation for the 

action-orientation of those police officers interviewed in this research – and their 

frustration with those agencies whose representatives appeared to delay their 

decision-making. 

 

However, no definitive answer can be put forward, because it also depends on the 

leadership and interpersonal style, and the values and beliefs of the people 

concerned.  However, trust in the SCG co-ordinator must be paramount, and this 

will only be secured if that individual demonstrates that he/she is competent, 

credible, interpersonally aware and able to lead the group to successfully contain 

the incident. In the next section, the skills, qualities and personal attributes of such a 

leader will be discussed. 

8.1.2  Factors of leadership effectiveness 

Interviewees highlighted the skills, abilities and qualities that they believed 

contributed to the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of an SCG co-ordinator.  As 

expected, there was a variance in the totality of those factors, though there was a 

heavy emphasis on task skills.   

8.1.2.1  Task skills 
There were several themes in this category: the ability to act strategically as 

opposed to tactically; the aptitude for distilling information quickly and adapting 

strategy accordingly; a tolerance for ambiguity balanced with clarity of objectives 

and the maintenance of focus; the capacity to prioritise, to horizon scan and to set 

direction; the ability to generate options and deliver well judged decisions; and the 

facility to make good use of meetings to gather information, focus decisions and 

delegate appropriately.  Although these themes are set out as discrete, they are in 
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fact linked.  For example, a strategy must be clear yet open to amendment as new 

information comes in; ideas must be solicited but a focus maintained.  It will be seen 

that in the other categories of leadership effectiveness, the same idea of inter-

connectedness pertains.  However, for the purpose of clarity, the individual themes 

will be identified, and linked where appropriate. 

 

Setting the right strategy is at the heart of effective incident response, strategy 

being defined as a long term plan of action designed to achieve a particular goal.  

What emerged from the interviews as well as exercise observation is that this ability 

can be difficult to achieve for some individuals.  Either strategy is not clearly set for 

all to see and understand, including the Silver team members who have to 

implement it, or the temptation to delve into the weeds becomes too strong. 

Although strategy must be translated into tactics, so that there are tactical 

parameters for the Silver commanders, SCGs and their co-ordinators are wise to 

follow the military dictum, "request an effect, not a resource."   For action-oriented 

people who like to make things happen, the feeling of remoteness from what is 

happening on the ground can be frustrating.  There is also a psychological factor of 

needing to be able to “do something” faced with a major incident, an illusion of 

“control by doing”.  For many people, stepping up to a strategic level appears to 

take them out of their comfort zone. This might be countered by the observation that 

all the members of the SCG operate at a senior level in normality and should 

therefore be comfortable operating at a strategic level.  However, this ignores the 

unusual context in which an SCG operates, and its stress-inducing nature. The 

author recalls observing an exercise unconnected with this research where a senior 

government official chairing a Gold group became so irritated at being distanced 

from the action that he put pressure on the group to deploy to Silver command.  He 

later graciously acknowledged that this had been an error, but it illustrates a 

challenge not only for the SCG co-ordinator but also the Gold team to take the 

overview and not interfere in tactical arenas.   
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It has been noted several times in this thesis that during a major incident, an SCG 

and its co-ordinator have to deal with great volumes of information which may be 

inaccurate or flawed in nature, and in which there may be crucial gaps.  The ability 

to make sense of the emerging picture and to adapt the strategy flexibly is crucial.  

Not only must the SCG co-ordinator be able to multi-task in order to do this, they 

must be able to ask the right questions and judge whether they are hearing the right 

answers, whether from the SCG or elsewhere. 

 

To do this effectively, they will need a tolerance of ambiguity.  Scholars disagree 

over whether this is a cognitive or perceptual process, or a personality trait, and this 

author is ambivalent on how it should be categorised. In the interwoven leadership 

model, it has been placed in the quadrant dealing with task skills, but it could have 

equally been placed under the quadrant referring to personal attributes.  Tolerance 

of ambiguity refers to "the way in which an individual (or group) perceives and 

processes information about ambiguous situations or stimuli when confronted by an 

array of unfamiliar, complex, or incongruent clues” (Furnham and Ribchester, 1995).  

Interestingly, these authors aver, "The person with low tolerance of ambiguity 

experiences stress, reacts prematurely, and avoids ambiguous stimuli.  At the other 

extreme of the scale, however, a person with high tolerance for ambiguity perceives 

ambiguous situations/stimuli as desirable, challenging and interesting, and neither 

denies nor distorts their complexity of incongruity." 

This observation links in with a comment quoted in Chapter 7 where DCC Parr 

observes that a good commander has to like the adrenalin and the buzz, and to 

enjoy taking decisions that other people won't take.  It is also noteworthy that 

Furnham and Ribchester, cited in the previous paragraph, link tolerance of 

ambiguity with the experience of stress.  However, it is argued that all participants in 

a SCG experience stress; it is how they deal with it that is important.  It may be that 

the individual who can tolerate ambiguity allows their stress to take second place to 

their enjoyment of the adrenalin rush of the major incident.   
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It is suggested that the SCG co-ordinator must lead the way in balancing tolerance 

of ambiguity and clarity of objectives.  A group of people who feel rudderless will not 

only fail to achieve their goals effectively, but also experience increased levels of 

stress.  It is suggested that a clear focus on desired outcomes firmly anchors an 

SCG in challenging circumstances, and facilitates appropriate decision-making and 

action prioritisation. This still allows an SCG to generate creative options which may 

stand outside standard operating procedures as well as to horizon scan for new 

risks.  The difficulty lies in having to run these approaches in parallel, requiring a 

significant ability to mentally multitask whilst not being deflected onto inappropriate 

and unhelpful tangents. 

 

Ultimately, the effective SCG co-ordinator must be able to make well-articulated and 

well- judged decisions.  That is, their decisions must be well founded in evidence 

and communicated on the way that they are clearly understood and implemented.  

The decision-making must also be timely, and not delayed through procrastination 

or perfectionism. As was highlighted in chapter 7, decision-making is not just a 

cognitive process, however.  It also involves the willingness to make a difficult 

choice between two or more options, which in a major incident might involve a life or 

death decisions.  Such a decision could in retrospect call down retribution upon their 

heads of the SCG and its co-ordinator, were it to have adverse consequences 

deemed to be disproportional to the goal achieved.  DCC Parr sees this as making 

a decision based on how it would look in the papers tomorrow. For individuals who 

are sensitive to their career prospects, this will be a challenging situation. 

 

It is not within the remit of this research to discuss effective decision-making.  

However, the way in which decisions are made will be influenced by the agenda 

structure in which they are debated, and how people around the Gold table are 

involved in those decisions.  The latter factor will be discussed in the section on 

interpersonal skills.  The agenda structure forms the scaffolding for good meetings 
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skills, which the effective SCG co-ordinator must also have.  During a major 

incident, frequent meetings of all the relevant SCG members are held, allowing the 

SCG to review strategy and to deploy resources, to agree individual agency actions, 

to anticipate the progress of an incident and to discuss the way forward.  In between 

such meetings, further information is gathered and action taken which has been 

agreed in the main SCG meetings.  It is essential that these main meetings are 

focused and time constrained, and the effective SCG co-ordinator balances pace 

with eliciting key decisions and reactions from those present. He or she must also 

clarify expectations of action in terms of content and timing, and delegate 

appropriately. 

 

The differing styles of meeting management were very clear to the author when 

observing both exercises Alpha and Bravo.  One SCG co-ordinator was very 

discursive, and in ensuring that all points of relevance were being covered, lost the 

crispness which should have underpinned the urgency of the situation.  On the 

other hand, another was so focused on getting through the agenda that he failed to 

pick up on some ambivalence around the table. As with many factors pertaining to 

effective Gold leadership, the importance of balance cannot be underestimated. 

8.1.2.2 Interpersonal skills 
Despite a strong focus on task skills from the people interviewed, the importance of 

being interpersonally skilled was also recognised.  In part, this could be attributed to 

the way in which the role of the SCG co-ordinator is designated, which is as a 

person who co-ordinates the response of the individual agencies represented 

around the Gold table.  This individual cannot control the resources of those 

agencies and has to operate with their consent.  However, the ambivalence of this 

role has been discussed earlier in this chapter, particularly in reference to his or her 

position power.  Also, although the role is designated as co-ordinator, and not 

commander in the documentation supporting the Civil Contingencies Act (HMSO, 

2004), it is interesting to note that the role is often referred to as Gold Commander 
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both by the research interviewees and also in official reports (Buncefield Major 

Incident Investigation Board, 2007; Gloucestershire County Council, 2007).  It may 

be attributable to the frequency with which the Police Gold Commander acts as the 

SCG co-ordinator, but it conceivably has implications of command as opposed to 

co-ordination.  Nomenclature is significant.  This can be seen from the comments 

made by one interviewee in Chapter 5 regarding the modernisation agenda in the 

FRS where senior officers are now referred to as managers rather than 

commanders. 

 

The implication of this nomenclature lies in the perceived position power of the SCG 

co-ordinator.  In order to offset negative impacts of this and other perceptions of the 

individual role holder “telling” rather than “selling”, the judicious invocation of 

interpersonal skills is important.  This may appear to be common sense, but 

”common sense is not often common practice” (Goleman, Boyatzis et al., 2002). 

 

There were many comments during the research interviews referring to the 

necessity of “bringing people with you.”  As with task skills, there are a series of 

interlinked skills which need to be demonstrated In order to engage the SCG and 

other key stakeholders effectively.   Not only must communication style be 

appropriate, but body language and other non-verbal communication must also be 

congruent with what is being expressed, as it impacts on effective negotiation and 

influencing.  This in turn requires authenticity, which is itself based on mutual 

respect, and encourages empathy within a group.   Empathic individuals notice 

emotional cues and listen well, demonstrating sensitivity and awareness of others’ 

perspectives, rendering assistance based on their understanding of other people’s 

needs and feelings (Goleman, 1998). Leaders with empathy are able to attune to a 

wide range of emotional signals which lets them sense the felt but unspoken 

emotions in a person or group and allows a leader to get along well with people of 

diverse backgrounds (Goleman, Boyatzis et al., 2002).  Thus, empathy facilitates 
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influence. Salovey and Mayer (1990) suggest that “empathy may be a central 

characteristic of emotionally intelligent behavior.”  In view of my proposal of the 

interwovenness of leadership effectiveness, it is interesting to note that Jones 

(1974), in his study of relationships, found that empathic understanding and respect 

are significantly related to two similar personality variables: tolerance of ambiguity 

and need for order.  

 

Empathic responses to emotional cues were noted in Exercise Alpha and Bravo 

with respect to a specific SCG co-ordinator who noted the body language of those 

around the Gold table.  Having solicited agreement for a particular course of action, 

he focused on one particular individual, and said, "You look agitated."  This had the 

effect of giving implicit permission to that person to raise a specific concern.  It was 

apparent that SCG s also picked up on the cues manifested by the SCG co-

ordinators.  When meetings were shared in a more discursive fashion, the members 

of the SCG made their contributions at greater length.  This was particularly 

apparent when there was a changeover of SCG co-ordinator during Exercise Alpha 

2008, when a more verbally expansive role holder with a measured tone was 

succeeded by an individual who spoke very quickly and with crispness of language.  

The meeting palpably speeded up.   

 

The effective use of language should also be considered.  When closed questions 

are used - "Is everyone clear on this?" or "Does everyone know what to do?" - it 

may be interpreted as closing down further debate.  It is by no means certain that 

everyone would be comfortable at responding in the negative.  It may shorten the 

discussion when time is of the essence, but it risks misunderstandings. 

 

The use of verbal signalling was also observed during exercise Alpha 2008 and 

often seemed to be used in tandem with summarising.  Examples include "What are 

my main concerns re (the power station)?" and "What’s big and what needs sorting 
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now?"  This facilitated the task skill of prioritisation.  Listening skills in the shape of 

probing for extra information were regularly observed in all exercises.  This may be 

due to a cultural and organisational driver within the Police Service which allows 

officers to make more effective situation assessments.  Examples include, "All 

available assistance.  What does this mean?" and in clarifying a technical comment 

from one of the utility companies, "is that big?  I'm not an expert in (kilovolts)."  

Taking the lead in demonstrating a lack of knowledge appeared to give implicit 

permission to others around the table to do likewise without feeling vulnerable. 

Further, this might be linked with the awareness to know – and the courage to admit 

– erroneous thinking, and to heed the words of Oliver Cromwell, the English Civil 

War general and politician, “I beseech you, in the bowels of Christ, think it possible 

you may be mistaken.” 

 

 Of all the components of interpersonal skills, one of the most essential appears to 

be self-awareness (Sosik and Megerian, 1999; Jordan and Ashkanasy, 2005).  Self-

awareness can be defined as understanding one’s own needs, emotions, abilities 

and behaviour (Yukl, 2006). This scholar freights the definition with the ability to 

help in problem-solving and decision-making in stressful situations, assessing one's 

strengths and weaknesses, behaviour self- monitoring and crisis management.  It is 

clear that without self-awareness, the ability to mediate interpersonal relationships 

effectively is impossible, whether this be between individuals around the table, 

between SCG members and the SCG co-ordinator, and with other stakeholders.  

High self-awareness intertwines with accuracy of self perception and the ability to 

see ourselves as others see us with a degree of precision.  This facilitates the ability 

to adapt behaviour in a timely fashion to achieve specific objectives.  

8.1.2.3 Stakeholder skills 
Stakeholder management within the context of a major incident is a challenging skill 

to continually maintain. The aims and objectives of the media during a crisis are 

different from those of politicians, though they are inevitably intertwined.  Yet both 
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must be managed.  "Managing a crisis involves not only an operational element, but 

also a political-symbolic element  ... Action ‘on the ground’ can have symbolic 

repercussions - especially because it creates impressions (and media worthy 

stories) regarding government's ability to cope."(Drennan and McConnell, 2007).  

These authors go on to highlight several communication pathologies, which need to 

be avoided if effective external crisis communications are to be maintained.  These 

include the impression of a slow or ineffective response; the impression of having 

something to hide (by senior crisis responders making a "no comment" comment to 

the media"); accidentally or purposely giving out false information; inconsistent 

messages from different actors at all layers of government; appearing to rush to 

judgment; and expressing a lack of sympathy. 

 

Invariably, there is an individual present at the SCG whose task is to produce media 

briefs, and they are usually civilians working within the Police whose role in 

normality is to interact with the media.  In observing exercises, the author noted that 

such individuals are used as a source of expertise, but it is the SCG co-ordinator 

who tasks them with actions. He or she needs to be aware of the communication 

pathologies listed above.  In exercises where pseudo-media are involved, a "talking 

head" (a senior person usually not directly involved in the SCG) is nominated to be 

interviewed by the media.  However, during the Gloucestershire flooding, the 

incident was seen to be so politically sensitive that it was the Platinum commander, 

the Chief Constable, who took responsibility for media briefing.   

 

Reiner (2000) points out that “most police officers stoutly maintain that policing and 

politics don’t mix. Chief Constables regularly declaim on the political neutrality of the 

police service”.  However, this scholar goes onto refute this view, arguing that all 

relationships which have a power dimension are political. Certainly, the need to be 

politically agile was highlighted in both the case studies.  The pressure put on DCC 

Parr to open the fuel pipelines to Heathrow during the Buncefield fire had both a 
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national and international political dimension.  The drive to be seen to be taking 

action was clear in the political pressure placed on the Gloucestershire 

Constabulary, as was the mooted evacuation of the county by the Regional Crisis 

Contingency Committee.  As Drennan and McConnell (2007) point out, "If 

(politicians) are not astute in their public pronouncements, they may find themselves 

on the receiving end of a media, citizen or stakeholder backlash.  The longer term 

repercussions may be in the policies and political agendas they have helped forge, 

or even damage to their own political careers."  It is not surprising then that the 

glare of the political searchlight will fall inexorably on the Gold co-ordinator, and his 

or her team, at the height of response and recovery to a major incident.  The SCG 

co-ordinator must be nimble-footed enough to anticipate and manage political 

expectations. 

 

It should be noted that the principle of local response, where there is an SCG 

usually co-ordinated by a senior police officer accountable only to the Chief 

Constable and thence to the local police authority, is a uniquely British approach.  In 

France for example, responses to emergencies and major incidents are directed by 

the political office of prefect.  In the US, the Chief of Police is a political appointee.    

However, it is argued that the role of the police has become increasingly politicised.   

There have been several high profile decisions made by the largest and most 

influential Police Service in the UK – the Metropolitan Police - which have been 

called into question.  One example is the arrest of a Conservative MP over Home 

Office leaks.  It is suggested that this politicisation has some effect on the problem 

analysis and decision-making by the SCG co-ordinator.  Another example is the 

sensitivity by Gloucestershire’s Chief Constable to the regionalisation agenda.  In 

the Constabulary report to the Gloucestershire Scrutiny Committee, it states, “In 

dealing with the flooding crisis, the Constabulary was able to demonstrate its 

strategic capabilities as a county Force, without the need for mutual aid when 

dealing with an event of this magnitude.  A regional response would not have been 
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able to maximise local knowledge, experiences and co-ordinated such a dynamic 

and flexible response." 

 

In managing the twin juggernauts of politicians and media, the SCG co-ordinator 

must also be mindful of internal stakeholders such as the SCG, the multi agency 

Silver group implementing Gold strategy, as well as the response hierarchies 

operating within his or her own agency.  This complex and intertwined stakeholder 

management has to be carried out in parallel with the main incident response. 

8.1.2.4 Personal attributes 
The early studies of leadership examined leadership characteristics in terms of a 

trait approach, that is, in terms of attributes such as personality, motives, values and 

skills.  Underlying the approach was the assumption that leaders are born and not 

made, and that natural leaders were vested with traits not possessed by other 

people (Yukl, 2006).  Many unsuccessful studies were carried out to discover what 

these qualities were, as opposed to examining what leaders actually did and the 

situational context in which they acted. Yukl notes that recent research has involved 

more than one type of leadership variable, such as traits, behaviour, influence 

processes, situational variables and outcomes. 

 

This was reflected in the comments made by the interviewees in this research.  

Although task, interpersonal and stakeholder skills and behaviour were clearly 

important in SCG co-ordinator effectiveness, interviewees often raised factors which 

could be attributed to traits, referring to motives, personality and values.  

Predominantly, these focused on credibility and command presence. As one police 

officer observed, “First impressions count, even in an incident.”  It is perhaps not 

surprising that command presence is a factor which is of great significance to 

people drawn from a hierarchical and disciplined service. 

 



Page 230 of 269  Katherine Devit t  – Doctoral thesis 
 Going for Gold  

Command presence might be defined as being seen by others as credible to take 

charge of a situation, and this is likely to be achieved by professional self 

presentation, including dress, body language and speech.  In chapter 6, DCC Parr 

underlined the importance of looking the part, remembering that on his recall from 

leave to deal with the Buncefield fire he took time to present himself professionally 

uniformed, recognising that his physical presentation would make a difference to the 

way people reacted to him.  Utilising speech patterns that are both calm and 

authoritative is also indicative of command presence. However, it is important to 

define authoritative.  According to the Oxford Modern English dictionary (Swannell, 

1992), it is defined as “being recognised as true or dependable” and also 

"commanding or self-confident.".  This is not the same as authoritarian, defined as 

"favouring or enforcing strict obedience to authority" and “tyrannical or 

domineering." Some interviewees highlighted authoritarianism as indicative of 

dysfunctional SCG co-ordinators.  This view is supported by Quarantelli (1988), 

"organizational officials should be asking more than telling, requesting rather than 

ordering… at the height of the emergency." 

 

There is a fine line between being appropriately directive and being perceived as 

authoritarian.  One SCG co-ordinator which the author observed during Exercise 

Alpha 2006 took a style that was directive and highly controlling, seeming to brook 

no opposition within, or interruption of, the SCG meeting.  It is open to debate as to 

whether it was the natural style of that individual, or deriving from the culture of the 

Police Service, or a combination of both. In an informal conversation with the 

author, this officer commented that one needed to be rude as a leader.  Having 

observed other police officers in the role using different styles, it may be more due 

to the individual and his long service within the organisation.  This same individual 

was also highly defensive when interacting with the pseudo-media.   A media 

representative from the FRS commented on this to the author, emphasising the 

importance of co-operating rather than antagonising the media. 
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It can be seen that command presence links with credibility and the projection of 

confidence, but credibility demands that there is substance behind the presentation. 

Kouzes and Posner (1993) asked people to define the behaviours and evidence 

that they use in assessing a leader's credibility. “The most frequent response was 

‘they do what they say they will do'.” Confidence must also be well-founded.  SCG 

co-ordinators must be seen to be competent, and to make well-judged decisions 

which are in tune with the presenting evidence from both situation reports and 

colleague views. 

 

Notwithstanding the importance of taking action based on clear evidence, the Gold 

co-ordinator must also be prepared to be open to risk taking and creative options.  A 

major incident is likely to subject the SCG to situations not hitherto experienced, 

and they will be operating within the unknown.  Standard operating procedures may 

not apply.  Rosenthal (1995) comments that "crises may end up as integral 

elements of patterns never thought of before" and puts forward the concept of first- 

and second-order techniques in crisis response.  The former could be described as 

"emergency responses that can be drilled into players by relentless training and 

testing until performance achieves a criterion standard. Second-order techniques … 

have to blend or adapt a repertoire of available techniques in a creative way in order 

to deal with a crisis situation that could not have been foreseen." (Borodzicz, 2004).  

Given the importance laid upon stakeholder awareness earlier in this chapter, it is 

interesting to note that Rosenthal (1995) exemplifies a typical second-order 

technique as checking crisis decisions against political implications. 

 

As has been indicated earlier, balancing operational and political imperatives can be 

challenging and may take moral courage. One area of contention is the degree to 

which emergency services and other personnel on the ground should be put in 

harm’s way in order to rescue the lives of others.  One police offer said informally 

that when he had begun his career many years previously, it was an implicit 
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understanding that he should risk his life where necessary.  Nowadays, there is a 

legal and moral obligation to staff not to put them in harm’s way, and doing so could 

result in a charge of corporate manslaughter.  The FRS have a clear strategy when 

committing their firefighters to a dangerous incident: "Risk lives a lot, in a highly 

calculated manner, to save saveable life; risk lives a little, in a highly calculated 

manner, to save saveable property: don't risk lives at all to try and save property or 

life that cannot be saved."  The SCG, led by the SCG co-ordinator, may have to 

make extremely difficult decisions which affect the lives not only of the community, 

but the emergency services personnel. 

 

Taking ethically difficult decisions and standing behind them was of importance to 

several interviewees, and this appeared to be a mark of authenticity and 

congruence supporting the credibility of the SCG co-ordinator.  As Klann (2003) 

argues, " It takes a high measure of courage to tell the truth under difficult 

circumstances, to make hard decisions, to answer tough questions, to face the 

unhappy crowd, and to accept responsibility. But these are the things asked of 

leaders when a crisis occurs. Your direct reports will want to know that you will go to 

bat for them and do the right thing regardless of the consequences or the political 

environment.”  He points out that such courage needs to be underpinned by a clear 

code of personal values, ethics, and standards which then allows them to follow 

their conscience to do what is right under the circumstances.  However, “this 

sounds simple, but it is one of the most difficult things for many leaders to do 

because of their overriding fear of negative consequences that might affect their 

reputation, security, and future."   

 

The knowledge that it is highly likely that a public inquiry will follow a major incident 

must also contribute to the factors which need to be considered when making 

decisions.  This was raised by the author with some interviewees, who maintained 

that they would do what was necessary and appropriate at the time of the incident.  
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However, in the recent de Menezes inquiry in October 08, where an unarmed man 

was mistaken for a suicide bomber, and shot dead at Stockwell Tube Station, police 

policy logs (where an SCG co-ordinator would capture decisions) were submitted 

for analysis, and critiqued under cross-examination.  Conversations with a number 

of the interviewees in this research highlighted the informal criterion used to judge 

defensible decisions. “Would this decision stand up if you were cross- examined by 

Michael Mansfield, QC?"  Mr. Mansfield has a fearsome reputation for cross-

examining police officers.  Thus, SCG co-ordinators may be prone to making what 

DCC Parr memorably describes in Chapter 6 as a "Does my bum look big in this?" 

type of decision.   

 

From this last remark, it is not surprising to find that one of the most universally 

valued attributes in an effective SCG co-ordinator is a lively sense of humour. The 

value of humour as a stress reducing mechanism is recognised by emergency 

personnel (Scott, 2007) and is seen as an effective way of normalising an abnormal 

situation.  Interviewees who were present at the response to the Buncefield fire and 

the Gloucestershire flooding all recalled displays of humour, and DCC Parr was 

cited as starting each SCG meeting with a joke.  Although it is recognised that what 

constitutes humour is a very individual perception, nevertheless it is clear that 

laughter, especially when the situational context is perceived as incongruous, 

serves to assist in managing stress. Sir Francis Chichester, quoted at the head of 

this chapter, certainly thought so.  It should be noted, however, that culture plays a 

part in humour, and it is suggested that the emergency services personnel are more 

likely to use gallows humour, which may not be shared so comfortably by non blue 

light services personnel.  The effective SCG co-ordinator, therefore, may need to be 

culturally sensitive in the use of humour. 

 

The ability to handle stress is an individual skill – what stresses one person may 

have limited impact on another.  However, an outwardly calm demeanour, 
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regardless of what is being experienced within, contributes to the credibility of an 

SCG co-ordinator.  By this attitude, he or she can also reassure others of their own 

ability to cope with challenging circumstances, and build their confidence.  

Calmness does not mean mental paralysis – a group will be quick to pick up on the 

verbal and behavioural cues which delineate the difference.  In talking informally 

with senior emergency services officers, several commented that because of the 

fast pace of an operational incident, the impact of stress would only tend to manifest 

after the incident had been contained.  There was a suggestion that this might not 

be the case at strategic level, where there was more time to reflect and where 

decisions had the potential to be much more impactful.  This is a possibility, but 

judging by the variety, complexity and volume of information that has to be 

processed, weighed and actioned during an SCG by a co-ordinator, it does not 

seem to be a leisurely process.  It is true to say that life and decisions may be made 

at the SCG and this may cause an adverse stress reaction for some. 

8.2   Interwoven leadership model 
In the previous section, the author has attempted to identify key skills, behaviours 

and attributes which typify effective SCH co-ordinators.  Behavioural indicators are 

shown at Appendix 1, which offer definitions for what might be expected in 

operationalising the model of interwoven leadership.   For ease of comprehension 

they have been discussed as discrete entities, but this does not imply that these 

indicators could or should manifest in isolation.  The model includes a mixture of 

processes such as decision-making and influencing and negotiating, as well as 

characteristics or attributes such as moral courage and confidence.  There is 

flexibility as to where the skills and attributes may be placed in the quadrant of 

interwoven leadership.  The author has proposed one configuration, but it is by no 

means set in stone, and further research on correlations may suggest 

improvements.  The model of interwoven leadership put forward in Chapter 7 

suggests that these are not only complementary components, but are in dynamic 

relationship with each other.   It is for this reason that the metaphor of a rope was 
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proposed in Chapter 7, because its strength lies in how the individual strands are 

braided together. It is argued that it is not the possession of these individual skills 

and abilities that characterise effectiveness, but how and when they are combined 

for best effect.   

 

Central to this combination of skills and aptitudes is the importance of balance.  A 

premise long held in considering personal abilities is that strengths taken to excess 

become weaknesses (Fromm, 1947), captured in the phrase "a weakness is a 

strength overdone."  Thus, a willingness to take on board all points of view can 

become vacillation; a directive approach - which may be appropriate at the outset of 

an unknown event - becomes authoritarianism; delegation may become abdication; 

and confidence morphs into arrogance. 

 

At the heart of the leadership "rope" lie the essential underpinning factors of 

professional and technical expertise, supported by training in major incident 

leadership response, and exposure to exercises or real-time incidents.  It is 

suggested that there are no universal markers of how these core factors should be 

constituted.  In Chapter 6, there was a debate as to whether seniority of rank or role 

would automatically confirm upon the holder an ability to manage the response to a 

major incident. Professional and technical expertise may be drawn from a wide 

variety of backgrounds and functions, but they must be relevant to the situational 

context and form part of a credible armoury for the SCG co-ordinator.  Exposure to 

multi-agency major incidents is more problematic, for as one senior police officer 

observed, it could be possible to serve a 30 year career and never come across 

one.  It is for this reason that participating in exercises becomes so crucial.   

Several interviewees commented that not everybody has the temperament to lead 

the response to a major incident, and some went further to say that potentially 

ineffective individuals should be stopped from doing so. It is suggested that 

individuals are usually self-aware enough to recognise whether or not they have the 
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skills and temperament to lead, or be part of, an SCG.  However, they may not 

always be given the choice, and failure to participate may also be perceived as 

career-limiting.  

8.2.1 Operationalising the model 

Suggestions were offered in Chapter 7 on how the interwoven leadership model 

could be used as part of the training for Gold co-ordinators and contextualised to 

multi-agency major incident response.  It was proposed that the development centre 

approach should be investigated, based on the assessment centre concept.  This 

approach has been one of the most thoroughly researched methods of identifying 

leadership potential (Thornton and Byham, 1982; Woodruffe, 1993).  However, 

there are cost implications, and organisations that do not regularly face significant 

emergencies and major incidents will be reluctant to finance such an approach. This 

would be exacerbated by the need to continually update such training to offset 

organisational churn and memory degradation. It might be possible to incorporate 

assessment of the necessary qualities and skills as part of other selection 

processes, such as promotion boards. 

 

In using these types of assessment, the difficulty continues to be the issue of what 

is being measured - the ability of a participant to work through a scenario, or their 

potential ability to respond to an incident. One of the factors emerging from the 

research interviews was that when a real incident took place, people did appear to 

be more motivated to contribute to their full extent than when it was an exercise.  

This may also be attributable to the way exercise scenarios are designed and 

progressed.  During the multi-agency serial of Exercise Bravo, participants did not 

appear to be stretched and during breakouts from the main meetings, some 

individuals were discussing their normal day-to-day issues, rather than focusing on 

the demands of the exercise.  It is recognised that more aggressive exercises, 
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which test people and plans to the limit and are held during antisocial hours, are 

likely to meet significant resistance from certain individuals and organisations. 

 

 The other factor to consider is that in blue light services and in the military, when 

people are not training they are involved in real-time operations.  “Expecting the 

unexpected” in these personnel is likely to be more hard-wired, and the perceived 

boundaries between exercises and incidents may therefore be more blurred for 

these individuals.  Ultimately, the proof of the pudding will only be what that 

participant does in a real incident, and yet research has already shown that a 

person's effectiveness may vary from incident to incident (Yusko and Goldstein, 

1997; Sniezek, Wilkins et al., 2002; Schoenberg, 2005).  It is a conundrum difficult 

to resolve. 

 

It is also recognised that some aspects of the interwoven leadership model may not 

be trainable, though they might be assessable.  It is suggested that ethical decision-

making is value based, and is a socialised process which does not lend itself to 

being taught in a classroom.  Further, it cannot be assumed that a senior role holder 

will automatically make ethically based decisions in a real incident.  What can be 

trained, and how such training can be delivered, merits further investigation. 

8.3  Current training availability 
The only time in which SCG co-ordinators and their teams work together is during 

exercises.  There is currently no facility for them all to be trained together. “No man 

is an island” wrote John Donne (1638) and training a crisis leader in isolation from 

training the teams working to that leader may damage effective response.  The 

importance of SCG teams knowing each other and working with each other 

regularly has been flagged up earlier in this chapter.  Perhaps one of the ways of 

facilitating a better knowledge of each other might be for potential SCG participants 

to shadow each other in normality, gaining an understanding of their culture, 

organisational agenda and pressures.  
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Although exercises have the capability of providing personal learning and the 

opportunity to practice as well as the testing of major incident plans, the author 

would not consider participation in exercises to constitute training per se.  

Effectively designed formal training involves clear learning objectives, meaningful 

and appropriately sequenced content including periodic summaries and 

restatements of key points, supported by relevant theory and models and an 

appropriate mix of training methods.  There should be opportunity for active practice 

of the skills being acquired, relevant and timely feedback and appropriate follow-up 

activities, resulting in the enhancement of trainee self-confidence (Yukl, 2006) 

 

Although the emergency services will exercise together and this is seen as valuable 

(Borodzicz, 2005) there is currently limited formalised training which all the 

emergency services crisis leaders undertake in order to give an underlying structure 

to a crisis response.  This could mean that as a default position, they are likely to 

fall back on the procedures which serve them well in their own service and in 

responding to emergencies as opposed to crises.  Further, the way in which 

agencies respond may vary from area to area, not only because of different 

approaches and objectives, but due to varying levels of competence and 

experience. 

 

 None of the currently available courses involve formal assessment, though 

delegates may receive an attendance certificate on successful completion of the 

calls. One example is the Multi agency Gold Incident Command (MAGIC) course 

designed and delivered jointly by the National Police Improvement Agency and the 

Fire Service College. It is a two-day course, aimed at Category 1 responders from 

the blue light services and partner agencies, who are likely to act at Gold command 

level.  The course objective is to develop knowledge and understanding of the 

strategic level of incident command, and to gain an understanding of the roles of the 

other agencies at a major incident or emergency.  It gives participants the 
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opportunity to take on the role of a gold commander and be responsible for 

planning, implementing and reviewing strategy.  Delivery methods include facilitated 

discussions, immersive simulation exercises, role-play, and input from subject 

matter experts. This latter group includes those who have experienced real 

incidents as SCG co-ordinators, and from those with counterterrorist expertise.  A 

Joint Services Gold Commanders CBRN (Chemical, Biological, Radiological and 

Nuclear) course is also available, which develops the “knowledge, skills and 

confidence necessary to undertake the role and perform the function of Gold 

(Strategic) commander at a terrorist/criminal CBRN incident." 

 

The Emergency Planning College (EPC) run a 1.5 day course on Strategic Decision 

Making in Emergency Management aimed at delegates who have, or who are 

aspiring to have, a Gold level role.  As the course title suggests, the training is 

limited to decision-making, though an understanding of how the Gold level role fits 

into the overall UK Concept of Operations (CONOPS) is also included. 

 

There is an assessed annual three-month Senior Command course, run for the 

Police Service. Attendees are at Chief Superintendent rank and above, and also 

included are senior officials from the civil service and officers from foreign 

Constabularies. The course contains an operational module with exercises which 

test Gold command and multi-agency command.  The author was invited to attend 

this module in January 08.  Two scenarios were run on flooding and an escalating 

disorder at a detention centre.  Issues that arose for the syndicate members 

included the importance of a clear agenda; dealing with the plethora of information, 

prioritising and distilling key issues; setting and maintaining a strategic intent; and 

engaging the SCG. Issues of primacy of the Police Service, and the difficulty of 

establishing it in certain situations, plus the political implications of decision-making, 

were also highlighted.  It is noteworthy that many of the challenges facing the 
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syndicate members were replicated in exercises observed by the author, and in the 

research interviews. 

 

The EPC also offers a computer-based training event called Gold Standard, 

applicable across the spectrum of major incident response from the SCG through 

Regional to Lead Government Departments, and can be based on a wide range of 

scenarios including fire and explosion, toxic, radioactive or chemical release; 

transportation incidents; weather related events; diseases; and other events present 

on community risk registers.   

 

None of the current courses known to the author are long enough to incorporate the 

type of focus on leader effectiveness suggested in this research.  Not only are the 

course participants not assessed, it is not even compulsory to attend any of these 

courses as part of fitness for purpose to respond to a major incident.  This includes 

those people who have joined their agency as fast trackers and may be operating 

strategically at normality.  In-house single agency training can be sporadic, and is 

less likely to incorporate the multi-agency aspects identified in this research. 

8.3.1 Skills for Justice 

During 2008, Skills for Justice (the Sector Skills Council for the Justice Sector) has 

been leading a UK-wide project to develop national occupational standards in 

planning for and responding to major incidents which fall under the remit of civil 

contingencies.  They have been reviewing, inter alia, response to emergencies at 

the Gold level.  In the draft for consultation seen by the author, there is a list of 

generic skills and attitudes which are stated as being "explicit/implicit in the detailed 

content of the (training) unit."  This includes leadership, but there seems to be no 

further clarification on how this would be assessed or evaluated.  There may be 

further information to which the author is not privy, however.  There are many 

similarities to those listed in the interwoven leadership model, though there are also 
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some omissions, in particular, the moral and ethical dimension.  The way in which 

the units are laid out do not indicate the kind of interwovenness suggested in this 

research.   

8.4  Learning lessons from major incidents and exercises 
Elliot t  and Smith (2006) point  out  that  “ there are few events that  capture public 

and regulatory at tent ion more than those that  involve mult iple fatalit ies.”  A 

regular refrain from politicians and senior agency officials after any incident which 

hits the headlines is the determination to learn lessons so that the event, or the 

adverse response to the event, is never repeated.  This statement has been made 

so often that the observer might be justified in a degree of cynicism that anything 

actually changes.  Large public inquiries are set up following major incidents, but 

they do not have any laid down for procedures and have no power to require 

organisations or individuals to carry out their recommendations (Toft and Reynolds, 

1994).  Drennan and McConnell (2007) refer to inquiry outcomes which do not 

contribute to change.  “At one extreme, inquiries may be little more than political 

fixes, designed to protect key interests and those benefiting from the current policy 

regime… A further type has the symbolism of change… but little or nothing changes 

in terms of policy or practices.”   After the Kings Cross Underground fire inquiry in 

1987, recommendations were made regarding communications between the 

emergency services, whilst underground.  Eighteen years later, the same issues 

were emerging after the London transport bombings in July 2005. However, 

Drennan and McConnell argue that most inquiries act partly as a catalyst for some 

degree of change.  I would suggest that until change actually takes place, lessons 

are not learnt.  They are merely identified. 

 

It seems that learning lessons from exercises is also problematic, however.  

Sometimes lessons are not gathered in any depth, which may be due to an 

unwillingness to publicly voice criticism of organisations and individuals.  
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Sometimes lessons are not implemented, perhaps due to the length of time which 

elapses in between exercise and exercise feedback, or maybe to the financial cost 

and inconvenience of implementing change.  Perhaps organisations believe that 

they are simply too busy.  The Local Resilience Forum (LRF) would be the natural 

conduit for identifying lessons to be learnt, but there is no compulsion on the part of 

its members to implement change.  After a 2007 national and regional multilevel 

joint exercise that tested the plans for dealing with the effects of an influenza 

pandemic, one of the conclusions stated, "There is a need for a more rigorous 

process in learning from the experiences of others, as there seems to be no 

corporate memory or lessons learnt from UK or overseas pandemics informing the 

national plan." A pessimistic view may suggest that lessons will never be fully learnt 

unless a large number of people die through incompetence, and/or the incident 

catches the public outrage to such an extent that change is forced through. 

Media spotlighting also serves to spotlight the need for change. In September 2008, 

an article appeared in the author’s local newspaper accusing the City Council of 

failing to improve its emergency plan to deal with terrorist threats and toxic leaks 

despite a “damning report” presented to the Council three months previously.  This 

report noted that there was little or no testing of (emergency) plans and there were 

huge shortages in staff and trained volunteers for crisis situations. It stressed that 

lessons needed to be learnt from the three times the city’s emergency plans were 

called into play in the previous year. 

 

The inefficient gathering of information that could provide better incident response 

for future events means that an extremely valuable repository of data is not being 

accessed.  Sharing of such information is not consistently co-ordinated, and is often 

down to the initiative of committed individuals.  It also means that organisational and 

multi-agency wisdom may not be being funnelled to the people most in need of it - 

those who are members of the SCGs. 
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8.5  Research for the future 
This study set out to explore an under-researched area of crisis management, and 

the researcher endeavoured to approach the topic with an open mind.  In returning 

to the age-old question of what makes an effective leader, albeit in a new context, 

the search for the Holy Grail of definitive competencies continues. 

 

In building on the findings of this research, it would be useful to investigate the 

interwoven leadership model further, and to evaluate the possibility of a hierarchy of 

priorities in the four quadrants.  A research question might be posed on whether 

there are any attributes or skills within the model, which if lacking, would lead to a 

totally ineffective and potentially disastrous response to a major incident.  

Correlations between the behaviours and skills could be established via quantitative 

methodologies.  In-depth content analysis and subsequent interview could discover 

when and how SCG members were engaged or demotivated by the SCG co-

ordinator.  Further investigation might highlight specific combinations of skills and 

attributes which best contribute to effectiveness.  The model itself might then be 

tested out against a specifically designed scenario. 

It is suggested that the model can be generalised to a wider context.  It has evolved 

from examining the demands of a major incident, and its central focus has been on 

those who lead the SCGs.  However, the symbiotic relationship between SCG co-

ordinator and SCG is inescapable, and the attributes highlighted in the model could 

be equally applicable to the SCG members themselves. The model might also be 

applied outside the public services arena and into private industry, as they too have 

to deal with crises.  The more aware organisations have trained crisis management 

teams to assist them, and this model may be of use. 

 

In this chapter, the symbiotic link between the SCG and the SCG co-ordinator has 

been highlighted, with the implication that having the wrong SCG members proves 

deleterious to the effectiveness of the SCG co-ordinator.  It is suggested that the 
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reverse is true – that the right people can significantly enhance effectiveness.  The 

wide and complex spectrum of challenges facing an SCG co-ordinator require a 

particular combination of skills and attributes which need to be deployed in an 

interwoven fashion, according to the context of the incident and the stakeholders 

involved. This combination of skills and attributes would be applicable also to the 

members of the SCG themselves.  In order to ensure that SCG co-ordinators (and 

SCG members) are fully effective, further investment needs to be made in training 

and exercising.  The lessons arising from exercises and incidents need to be 

captured and disseminated in a structured way, and organisations need to commit 

themselves to making necessary and timely changes in the way they respond to 

incidents.  Further research to evaluate the interwoven leadership model is 

suggested, with the possibility of applying it to the wider SCG, and into private 

industry. 
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CHAPTER 9 
CONCLUSION 

 
 

 Theodore Roosevelt, American President 

"It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man 
stumbled, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit 

belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and 
sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs and comes short again and again; 
who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a 

worthy cause; who, at the best, knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, 
and who, at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place 

shall never be with those timid souls who know neither victory or defeat." 

 
 
 
In Chapter 1, the context for this research is the increased perception of danger in 

the world, as a result of major incidents involving natural disasters, accidents and 

terrorist attacks. Despite the importance of effectively managing and containing 

these complex and life-threatening incidents, there is a dearth of academic research 

on effective leadership in crisis response.  This research focuses on what 

constitutes effective crisis management leadership in the context of a multi agency 

strategic incident response, which involves a number of key responders as laid 

down by the Civil Contingencies Act 2004 (HMSO, 2004).  The plethora of 

interchangeable terms by which incidents are described underlines the lack of a 

universally accepted classification or terminology, as well as the changing nature of 

crises and the difficulty of pinning down, what effective crisis management actually 

is.  Other research issues are also raised, including problems with observing and 

measuring leadership responses during a real-time crisis. 

 

In Chapter 2, a review of the current literature is undertaken, showing the 

importance of effective crisis response leadership.  It includes scholarly views on 

what constitutes good leadership, including a leadership competences and the utility 

of psychometric tests in measuring effectiveness.  The significance of organisational 

culture is investigated, with its impact on both leaders and their teams, both inter- 

and intra-organisationally.  The potential tension between action-orientated 
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Emergency services personnel and consensus-seeking public services is noted.  

The phenomenon known as groupthink is shown to be pertinent in crisis situations, 

as is adherence to, and avoidance of, standard operating procedures.  The synergy 

between a leader and his or her team is shown to be an important factor in overall 

team effectiveness.  The impact of stress on those managing major incidents is also 

examined, and the importance of crisis preparedness is shown to be fundamental.  

The willingness of organisations to prepare appropriately for major incidents has a 

significant impact on their willingness to commit to an appropriate training 

programme, which in turn may affect the quality of decision-making during a crisis.  

A distinction is drawn between training and exercising, and the role of simulations in 

crisis management training is explored. 

 

In Chapter 3, the framework used to approach this research is shown, including the 

purpose of the study, research questions arising, and the choice of design and 

methodological strategy.  Because of the exploratory nature of this research, an 

ethnographic methodology with a social constructivist slant is utilised. The inherent 

problems in conducting research into major incidents are reinforced.  The approach 

and rationale to selecting and accessing interviewees is described, as is 

relationship building with organisational gatekeepers.  The disadvantages and 

challenges in carrying out qualitative research are identified, and strategies are 

identified for offsetting these, including reflexivity, negative case analysis, member 

checking for correct interpretation, and data triangulation.  Qualitative methods used 

in this research are shown to be semi-structured interviews, observational methods, 

and examination of relevant documentation.  Data has been augmented by field 

notes, anecdotal conversations and e-mails.  Data has been analysed using 

Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS) and the pros and 

cons of utilising this method are shown. 
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Chapter 4 incorporates background to two major incident case studies, one of which 

referred to widespread flooding in Gloucestershire during 2007, and the other to a 

major fire at the Buncefield oil storage depot in 2005.  Multi-agency exercises, 

attended by the author, are described.   

 

Chapters 5 and 6 review the findings emerging from the research interviews.  

Chapter 5 covers the factors affecting effective leadership, including organisational 

and interpersonal factors, the importance of knowing other participants in the multi-

agency response teams, and the significance of organisations and individuals 

committing to attend exercises.  The cultural factors, of which both leaders and 

teams need to be aware, are described.  These identify the value of SCG members 

being able to make decisions at the right level of authority, recognise that stress 

affects decision-making style, and notes that different agencies have different 

priorities which may run counter to the priorities of the totality of the SCG.  The 

spectrum of speed of decision-making is highlighted, as is the possibility of whether 

certain agencies are prepared to make unequivocal decisions at all in the timeframe 

available.   

 

The cultural, organisational and interpersonal issues identified in the paragraph 

above are shown to affect the overall competence of the SCG, for good or ill.  

Negative perceptions between participating agencies are described, and the lack of 

role clarity and purpose of the Government Offices for the Regions is highlighted.  

Contextual factors affecting effectiveness are covered, including the current 

emergency structure for response to major incidents, and the issue of primacy of 

the SCG co-ordinators. 

 

Chapter 6 looks at the skills, qualities and competences which make a difference to 

effective leadership. Four main categories arising from interview data are proposed: 

task skills, interpersonal skills, stakeholder awareness and personal attributes.  
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Subsets of each category are described, and in Appendix 1, behavioural indicators 

for these are shown. 

 

Chapter 7 suggests that these categories should be interwoven around professional 

and technical expertise, training, and exposure to incidents.  A model of interwoven 

leadership is suggested, as is training for SCG co-ordinators using this approach.  

Observations are made on SCG training, and particular reference is made to 

training issues surrounding high potential staff who have entered their organisations 

on a fast track.  Other types of learning beyond formal training and exercising are 

highlighted, including lessons learnt from incidents and exercises. 

 

Chapter 8 pulls together the threads of the emergent findings, comparing and 

contrasting observations arising from exercises, data from the case studies and 

associated documentation, and the research interview themes.  It identifies the 

importance of having the right people at SCG, both as participants and as co-

ordinators.  They need to be clear on the role and purpose of the SCG, have in date 

training and/or a record of regular attendance at exercises, and have the right 

strategic knowledge and expertise as well as the right level of decision-making 

power with regards to the deployment of resources.  They need to recognise when 

they may "get into the weeds”, and focus on staying strategic in their decision-

making. They have to be able to match their decision-making style with the urgency 

of the incident without succumbing to knee-jerk reactions, and recognise what 

causes them stress and how they react to that stress. 

 

SCG members need to be familiar with each other's ways of working, and their 

organisations must resist the temptation to gamble against the likelihood of being 

involved in an incident that requires the invocation of an SCG.  The result will be 

that they fail to ensure the provision of regular and appropriate training.  The 

potential for cultural tension is reinforced, as is the importance of how leaders deal 
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with this.  The issues highlighted in both this paragraph and the previous one are 

shown to be more effectively handled if the SCG co-ordinator uses a judicious 

combination of task skills, interpersonal skills, stakeholder skills and personal 

qualities.  He or she needs to be able to do this by braiding these skills and 

attributes together, as it is not the possession of these individual characteristics 

which make for effectiveness, but how and when they are combined for best effect. 

 

Issues around operationalising the interwoven leadership model are raised, and 

current training availability is described.  The difficulties of learning lessons from 

major incidents and exercises are shown, and the inefficiency of gathering such 

information is pinpointed, resulting in a lack of access to a very valuable repository 

of data.  Directions for future research are suggested. 

 

Smith (2004 ) remarks that, "what is always apparent from the crisis is that the 

nature of the event, almost by definition, will exceed (or come close to exceeding) 

the organization’s capabilities to cope with it." In order to make sure that we are not 

overwhelmed by major disruption and potentially significant loss of life and damage 

to property and livelihood when a major incident occurs, it is imperative that the men 

and women who have to direct the response to a crisis are given the training and 

support that they will need.  This research has shown just how important it is to 

have the right team and the right coordinator with the right skills and abilities at an 

SCG.  The synergy between an SCG co-ordinator and his or her team is vital. 

 

In "going for Gold", individuals who are nominated to become part of a strategic 

multi-agency response to a major incident, whether they be leading the co-

ordination to that incident or supporting it in some way, must believe that they can 

effectively achieve their goals individually and corporately.  This can only be done 

with appropriate awareness, training and learning, and with people who are 

appropriate to the task.  Not everybody has the skills and personal characteristics to 
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meet the challenge, and those who do not possess these attributes should not be 

placed in that position.  Pivotal to a successful outcome is the SCG co-ordinator, 

and if that leader is inadequate, then the negative consequences may be drastic. 

 

In carrying out this research, it is hoped that it will contribute not only to a better 

understanding of what makes such a leader effective, but that it will lead to more 

focused training for those who have to deal with these thankfully rare occurrences.  

It is the least we owe them.   
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APPENDIX 1 

Behavioural Indicators of Skills and Attributes of 
Effective Strategic Leadership in Major Incidents  

 

 
TASK SKILLS  
 
Accepting new reality quickly 

• Responds quickly to new information 
• Adapts behaviour and makes decisions in response to new information, 

changing conditions, or unexpected difficulties 
• Adjusts rapidly to new situations warranting attention and resolution. 
• Tolerates ambiguity and lack of clarity; drawing salient information from chaotic 

and constantly shifting situations and conflicting information 

Strategic thinking 

• Prepares effective strategies and sets clear direction consistent with the 
requirements of the incident 

• Anticipates and horizon scans for potential threats or opportunities 

Identifying key issues and priorities 

• Determines key objectives 
• Identifies clear measurable outcomes  
• Sets priorities for action with clear criteria  
• Monitors and evaluates actions and their results 
• Sets clear structure for managing response 

Creating options 
 
• Analyses key issues and solves problems 
• Identifies alternative strategies and actions in response to changing 

circumstances, new information or unexpected difficulties 
 
Decision-making 

• Demonstrates good judgment by making sound and well-informed decisions 
• Recognises the impact and implications of decisions 
• Makes effective and timely decisions, even when there is only partial information 

or decisions produce unpleasant consequences or tough choices 
• Knows when enough information has been gathered to make appropriate 

decisions 

Delegation 

• Assigns appropriate responsibility and accountability for specific outcomes or 
achievements to relevant people 

• Checks that tasks are being appropriately undertaken 
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Meeting skills 

• Chairs Gold meetings using a clear agenda  
• Manages these meetings within an effective timescale 
• Ensures that the right attendees are present at Gold, with the authority to make 

decisions and deploy resources 
• Able to engage and solicit participation from Gold participants  

INTERPERSONAL SKILLS  
 
Emotional intelligence 

• Demonstrates self-awareness, knowing one’s strengths and limits 
• Keeps disruptive emotions and impulses under control 
• Demonstrates empathy by reading the group’s emotional state and power 

relationships 
• Explicitly recognises the value of contributions put forward by group members 

Communication skills – verbal and non-verbal 

• Expresses themselves clearly and unambiguously 
• Listens carefully to others and clarifies using open-ended questions 
• Encourages all group members to express their opinions freely and fully 
• Aware of their own body language and notices and responds to that of others 

Negotiating and influencing 

• Builds rapport  and develops strong working relationships inside and outside the 
team to achieve common goals 

• Sells the benefits of the position they are proposing, and negotiates to find 
solutions that everyone will accept  

• Gains clear agreement and commitment from others 
• Able to persuade key individuals to change their opinions through soundness of 

argument 
• Uses effective tactics for influencing and negotiating, varying the approach 

dependent on the situation and the individual(s) 

 
Leadership style 
• Uses a variety of leadership styles to respond effectively to diverse situational 

needs and individual group members 
• Motivates others by example; shows drive and enthusiasm 
• Demonstrates sensitivity to the needs of group members, particularly those who 

may appear to lack confidence or otherwise need encouragement 
 
 
STAKEHOLDER AWARENESS  
 
Engaging with politics – big and small p 

• Identifies the internal and external politics that impact the effective management 
of the incident  

• Approaches each problem situation with a clear perception of political reality; 
recognises the impact of alternative courses of action. 
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Engaging with media 

• Identifies and implements appropriate strategies for briefing the media in terms 
of content, frequency and appropriateness  

• Understands the impact on all communities of the media strategy 

Engaging with gold and silver teams 

• Recognises and responds to the requirements and needs of gold team 
members, giving appropriate direction and support 

• Understands their organisational drivers 
• Responds to the challenge of coordinating (as opposed to commanding) a multi-

agency team by balancing direction and guidance with influencing and 
persuasion 

• Supports the individual gold team members 
• Sets clear strategy for the Silver team. allowing them to implement that strategy 

without undue interference while making him/herself accessible to Silver 
• Supports and listens to the Silver team, amending Gold strategy where 

appropriate 

Meeting needs of a wide diversity of stakeholders 

• Recognises the individual needs of stakeholders involved with a major incident 
• Strives to balance any competing needs 
• Deals effectively with ambiguity 

PERSONAL ATTRIBUTES  
 
Confidence 

• Shows a strong sense of self-worth and personal capabilities 
• Demonstrates appropriate self-assurance 

Presence 

• Achieves rapport with, and holds the attention of, stakeholders involved in the 
incident  

Credibility 

• Demonstrates cognitive approaches, thinking and judgement that is believable 
and trusted by others 

• Seen as competent and effective by others 

Pragmatism 

• Focuses on practical and workable actions and outcomes 

Cognitive skills 

• Demonstrates intellectual capability to understand and integrate complex and 
ambiguous information 

• Receptive to fresh insights and perspectives 
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Effective stress handling 

• Deals effectively with incident stress 
• Maintains focus and intensity and remains optimistic and persistent, even under 

adversity 
• Recovers quickly from setbacks 
• Is able to project a calm exterior  
• Recognises others’ anxieties and problems encouraging them to find ways of 

dealing constructively with their stress 
• Uses appropriate humour to sustain morale 

Moral courage 
 
• Willingness to take and stand behind difficult decisions even in the face of 

pressure from others 
• Accepts accountability for decisions and stands up for what is right 
• Focuses on what is best for the community affected by the incident, and puts 

self-interest last 
• Demonstrates integrity,  refusing to engage in behaviour that evades 

responsibility 
 
Ethics 
 
• Instils mutual trust and confidence 
• Creates a culture that fosters high standards of ethics 
• Behaves in a fair and ethical manner toward others, adhering to a code of 

values 
• Puts own experience and expertise at the disposal of others for the greater good 
• Prepared to support others who are acting consistently with core values 
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APPENDIX 2 
 

Interview Schema 
 

 
• Thank you for taking part in this research.   
• The purpose of this interview is to get your views on what constitutes 

effective crisis management leadership of a multi-agency team at Gold 
(strategic) level.  This will include reviewing the positive and negative factors 
which might influence effectiveness, and any implications for Gold leader 
training 

• Your answers will not be attributed to you personally – they will form the 
basis of a trend analysis.  Because I am focusing only on senior officers of 
the Emergency services in (your County) and other Category 1 responders, 
this pool of expertise is by definition small, and it is possible that some of 
your views may already be known.  However, I would like to assure you that 
your responses will be treated in strictest confidence by myself and those 
members of the academic community directly concerned with my PhD 
research 

• There are no right or wrong answers – I am only interested in your opinions 
and personal experience.  You are perfectly free to interrupt, ask clarification 
from me, or challenge a line of questioning. 

• I’m recording this interview, as it will ensure that I have a verbatim record of 
your responses.   

 
May I take some personal details  first? 
 
 
Name: 
 
Age: 
 
Current rank: 
 
Current role: 
 
 
Experience of Gold Command  
 
 

4. What personal experience do you have of being part of a multi-agency Gold 
level strategic co-ordinating group? (Note to self – details should include 
role, crisis complexity and seriousness, duration) 

 
 

5. What personal experience do you have of leading the response to a crisis at 
Gold level? 

 
 

6. How did you acquire the skills of a Gold Commander? 
 
(Prompts:  on the job/being mentored/formal training/personal experience) 
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Please recall leaders you have worked with who were directing the response 
at strategic level in a multi -agency con text.  (Note to self  – if they can’t 
identify a multi -agency example, revert to single agency)  

 
7.  Think of the most effective leader you have worked with in that context.  What 

made him/her so effective? 
 
(Prompts:  personality; leadership style; command techniques (situation 
assessment/decision-making/prioritising/ monitoring/ planning); interpersonal skills; 
teamwork; communication; professional expertise; positive attitude; stress-handling) 
 
8.  Think of the most ineffective leader you have worked with in that context.  What 
made him/her so ineffective? 
 
(Prompts: as above) 
 
 
9.  What factors (positive and negative) influence the effectiveness of a Gold crisis 
team leader leading a multi-agency team? 
 
(Prompts:   stress; organisational culture; sticking to SOPs; extent/complexity of 
crisis; knowledge and expertise; experience; team effectiveness) 
 
10.   What differences (if any) are there between the requirements for an effective 
Gold leader responding to a crisis as opposed to those required at normality? 
 
11.  How do you perceive the role of the other Gold commanders?  
(Police/fire/ambulance/ local authorities) 
 
12. How often do you work together with other agencies at a strategic level? 
 
(Use the following depending on time)  
 
13.  Given your responses, on what should Gold leader training be focused? 
 
14. What are the training implications for fast track/dual entry personnel operating at 

strategic level?) 
 
15.  May I finally ask you whether you have any other observations you would like to 
make regarding strategic leadership in a crisis that has not been covered in this 
interview? 
 
 
Thank you very much for helping me and giving up your time.  Would you be willing 
to take part in a follow up interview? 
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APPENDIX 3 
 

Informed Consent Form  
 

 
My name is Katherine Devitt.  I am a PhD student at the University of Portsmouth 
Business School, and I am carrying out research on the leadership of crises at a 
strategic level.  My Director of Studies is Professor Edward Borodzicz and he can 
be contacted at the Department of Strategy and Business Systems.  His phone 
number is 023 9284 4256, and his e-mail address is Edward.borodzicz@port.ac.uk , 
should you have any questions. 
 
Thank you for agreeing to take part in this research.  Before we start, I would like to 
emphasise that: 
 

• Your participation is entirely voluntary 
• You are free to refuse to answer any question 
• You are free to withdraw at any time 

 
I will be recording this interview; however, all data will be kept strictly confidential 
and will be available only to members of the University directly concerned with my 
PhD research. Excerpts from the interview will be made part of the final research 
report, but under no circumstances will your name or any identifying characteristics 
be included in the report. 
 
Please sign this form to show that you have read and understood the contents. 
 
_____________________________________________ (signed) 
 
_____________________________________________ (printed) 

mailto:Edward.borodzicz@port.ac.uk�
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APPENDIX 4 
 

Access Letter  
 
19 June 07 
 
 
Dear Mr  
 
PhD Research on multi -agency Gold leadership of critical incident response  
 
Thank you for agreeing to support my PhD research, and for facilitating interviews 
with senior officers in your organisation who have had experience of leading a major 
incident response at multi-agency Gold (strategic) level, or being led as part of a 
multi-agency Gold team in that context.   
 
The purpose of these interviews would be to explore their views on what constitutes 
effective crisis management leadership in a multi-agency Gold environment, 
including positive and negative factors that might influence effective leadership, as 
well as any implications for Gold leader training.   
 
I would like to assure those taking part that their participation is voluntary and that 
their responses will be held in confidence by myself and those members of the 
academic community directly concerned with my PhD research.  Prior to any 
interview held, I will reiterate the confidentiality and anonymity criteria, both verbally 
and in writing, for I will be seeking the permission of participants to tape our 
interview.   
 
My Director of Studies, Professor Edward Borodzicz, would be happy to clarify any 
questions you may have.  He is contactable at the Department of Strategy and 
Business Systems, Portsmouth Business School, University of Portsmouth:  his e-
mail is Edward.borodzicz@port.ac.uk, and his phone number is 023 9284 4256. 
 
Once again, may I reiterate my thanks and appreciation for supporting this 
research, which I hope will contribute to a better understanding of effective multi-
agency leadership in dealing with major incidents, and to identifying ways in which 
that leadership might be selected and trained optimally. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
Katherine Devitt 
 
 

mailto:Edward.borodzicz@port.ac.uk�
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APPENDIX 5 
 

Glossary 
 
ACC  Assistant Chief Constable 
ACPO Association of Chief Police Officers 

ACPO leads and coordinates the 
direction and development of the police 
service in England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland. In times of national need ACPO - 
on behalf of all chief officers - 
coordinates the strategic policing 
response. 

CBRN Chemical, Biological, Radiological & 
Nuclear 

Chemical, biological and radiological 
incidents involve both the release of the 
corresponding material and threats, 
hoaxes and false alarms. A nuclear 
incident would involve the detonation of a 
nuclear weapon or an improvised nuclear 
device. 

COBR Cabinet Office Briefing Room 
 
A Civil Contingencies Committee leading 
responses to national crises 

CRM Crew Resource Management 
 
Human factors training programme 
designed to increase the effectiveness of 
flight crews.  Now used in other 
industries. 

DCC Deputy Chief Constable 
DEFRA Department for Environment, Food and 

Rural Affairs 
EA Environment Agency 
EPO Emergency Planning Officer 
FMD Foot and Mouth Disease 
FRS Fire and Rescue Service 
GLO Government Liaison Officer 
GOs Government Office for the Regions  

 
These work on behalf of a range of 
Departments in key policy areas. There 
are nine such offices in England. Each 
includes the relevant 

GPs 

Regional Resilience 
Team (RRT) 
General practitioners 

HPA Health Protection Agency 
 
An independent body that protects the 
health and well-being of the population. 

http://www.preparingforemergencies.gov.uk/more_info/glossary.shtm#region�
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LRF Local Resilience Forum  

The LRF brings together all the Category 
1 and 2 responders within a local police 
area for the purpose of facilitating co-
operation in fulfilment of their duties 
under the Civil Contingencies Act, 2004.  

NASA National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration 
 
An independent agency of the United 
States government responsible for 
aviation and spaceflight 

NHS National Health Service 
PCT Primary Care Trust  

 
Provides primary and community health 
services (or commissions them from 
other providers), and are involved in 
commissioning secondary care 

QC Queen’s Counsel  
 
Senior barrister or solicitor 

RRF 
 
A forum established by a Government 
Office to discuss civil protection issues 
from the regional perspective and to 
create a stronger link between local and 
central government on resilience issues. 

Regional Resilience Forum  

 
RRT 

 
A small team of civil servants within a 

Regional Resilience Team (RRT) 

Government Office for the Region 
working on civil protection issues, 
headed by a Regional Resilience 
Director. 

SCC Strategic Command Centre 
SCG Stragic Co-ordination Group, sometimes 

referred to as Gold or Gold Command. 
SHA Strategic Health Authority 

 
SHAs are responsible for enacting the 
directives and implementing fiscal policy 
as dictated by the Department of Health 
at a regional level 

SOP Standard Operating Procedure 
STAC Scientific and Technical Advice Cell 

 
Provides scientific and technical advice 
to the SCG 

 
 
 

http://www.preparingforemergencies.gov.uk/more_info/glossary.shtm#region�
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