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Abstract 

This project utilized a feminist appreciative approach to Action Research to facilitate a 

conversation about gender and leadership within the British Columbia Wildfire Service (BCWS). 

The research question was, “How might understanding gender and leadership support excellence 

in the BCWS?” This study found that amongst diverse perspectives on gender and leadership, 

ultimately gender discrimination is occurring within wildland fire culture in the BCWS. 

Participants suggested action steps based on supporting organizational and leadership learning 

through non-judgemental, safe spaces for dialogue. This provided an opportunity for the BCWS 

to transform the challenges associated with gender discrimination in the wildland fire profession 

through organizational learning. 
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Chapter One: Focus and Framing 

 

Recent research on gender and wildland fire has characterized wildland firefighting as a 

“highly masculinized occupation” (Pacholok, 2013, p. 13) and as a “means through which 

traditional gender roles and power relations are maintained” (Eriksen, 2014a, Intro para. 3). 

Requirements for employment within this physically and mentally demanding job are “most 

readily filled by a person who has similar characteristics to those already working in the 

occupation—in the case of these firefighters, primarily white, heterosexual, ‘masculine’ men” 

(Pacholok, 2013, p. 40). Indeed, there is a unique space created by wildland fire, where mostly 

male crews work for weeks at a time in isolated wilderness environments, perceiving themselves 

to be free from “society’s rules” (Desmond, 2007, p. 69, 82). For some wildland firefighters, this 

profession is a “refuge…from supervision and laws, from women and city boys and their 

suffocating civilization” (Desmond, 2007, p. 69). Research to date has thus described wildland 

fire as a masculine space with defined gender roles, where male wildland firefighters who 

embody the masculine ideal as a way of being, live, work, and interact with perceived freedom 

from social norms, including perceived freedom from gender diversity. 

The homogenous nature of the workforce historically has meant that today wildland fire 

as a profession, along with other working groups, are facing a dynamic shift as worker 

demographics change from “white male majority group members” to a more heterogeneous 

make-up (Van Der Zee, Atsma, & Brodbeck, 2004, p. 283). Increased diversity within the 

workforce refers not only to visible gendered, racial, or ethnocultural identities, but also to 

“varied perspectives and approaches to work that members of different identity groups bring” 

(Roberson, 2006, p. 214). This increase in diversity presents a significant challenge to the 
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historic white male-domination within the wildland fire profession, and coping strategies of 

individual firefighters who have categorized their social environment based on likeness or 

sameness in order to elevate their own individual self-worth (Van Der Zee et al., 2004, p. 284). 

This challenge to the status quo presents a ripe opportunity for organizational and personal 

growth within the wildland profession. 

For an organization, embracing change as an opportunity means becoming an “adaptive 

organization” (Wheatley, 1994, p. 91), and practising a “deep learning cycle” by looking at 

beliefs and assumptions, practices that express those beliefs in action, informal networks within 

the organization, and levels of awareness of these beliefs, assumptions, and practices (Senge, 

2006, pp. 284-5). In support of organizational learning, and as a member of the wildland fire 

profession, I undertook an inquiry into how gender and leadership interact within a wildland fire 

agency. This inquiry was undertaken in affiliation with the British Columbia Wildfire Service 

(BCWS), Canada. The BCWS is a provincial wildland fire response organization that originated 

as the British Columbia Forest Service in 1912, which had fire suppression as one of its 

responsibilities, and has since evolved into its current status as the British Columbia Wildfire 

Service. The BCWS set a Strategic Direction for 2012–2017 that included the goal of “excellent 

people providing high performance” (Province of British Columbia, 2012). This inquiry into 

understanding gender and leadership is intended to support the organization in delivering on its 

strategic goal of excellence in people. 

The first chapter of this thesis provides an overview of the main research question, and 

supporting subquestions. This is followed by an explanation of the significance of the inquiry, 

the key stakeholders involved, an overview of the inquiry project, and the organizational context 

of the BCWS. It also provides a brief description of my own interest in the subject of gender and 
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leadership. It closes with a systems analysis and diagram that illustrates the interrelationships of 

note within this inquiry.  

My personal interest in gender and leadership was cultivated through my work with women 

and youth affected by violence throughout my B.A. in International Development Studies 

(University of Winnipeg, 2010). This interest led me to a project for the United Nations (UN) in 

Lebanon during a time of active conflict where, as lead researcher, I conducted a participatory 

research project with Palestinian refugees into community-based indigenous female leadership of 

nine women’s centers for the UN Women’s Program (Reimer, 2008). In 2010, I transitioned 

from humanitarian aid work to wildland fire, and began leading an Initial Attack crew for the 

BCWS in 2013. My own experience as a female leader in wildfire and my past research and 

work experiences with vulnerable populations in the midst of dynamic, risk-based environments 

informed my curiosity about organizational culture, gender, and leadership in wildland fire. 

My research aim was to facilitate a conversation about the experience of gender and 

leadership within the BCWS. The research question I asked, in affiliation with the BCWS and in 

support of the BCWS strategic goal to achieve excellence, is “How might understanding gender 

and leadership support excellence in the British Columbia Wildfire Service?” Excellence is a 

term borrowed from the BCWS strategic direction (Province of BC, 2012), and in this study, 

participants were asked to define excellent leadership in their own terms. The subquestions to 

support this are: 

What are the specific experiences of gender and leadership among wildland firefighters in the 

BCWS? 

What stories of excellence about gender and leadership do wildland firefighters in the BCWS 

share?  
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What opportunities for growth in understanding gender and leadership exist within the BCWS? 

What steps might be taken to support gender-responsive leadership in the BCWS? 

Significance of the Inquiry  

This project pioneered a collaborative approach to exploring gender and leadership amongst 

wildland firefighters. As stated earlier, the research aim was to engage wildland firefighters in a 

conversation about gender and leadership within wildland fire, and to enable multiple 

perspectives to be seen and heard within the wildland fire community at the BCWS. This 

approach supported identified gaps in current research by adding voices from within wildland 

fire to the academic conversation (Eriksen, 2014a; Pacholok, 2013). It facilitated open 

engagement with the topic of gender by utilizing a survey tool to create an online, anonymous, 

conversation about gender among wildland firefighters, with participants being able to view one 

another’s responses. 

This project was undertaken at a time of significant interest in the experiences of female 

wildland firefighters, gender, gender discrimination, and sexual harassment within the 

international wildland fire community. The United States (U.S.) Full House Committee on 

Oversight and Government Reform met for a Congressional Hearing on December 1, 2016 to 

investigate sexual harassment and gender discrimination in the U.S. Department of Agriculture, 

which includes the U.S. Forest Service and the Parks Service (Examining Sexual Harassment 

and Gender Discrimination at the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Dec 1, 2016). Statements read 

at the hearing included a female wildland firefighter whose story was published recently in 

popular media (Joyce, 2016). Concurrently, the Association for Fire Ecology, an international 

professional association, presented a position paper where they released findings from a 2015 

survey within the international wildland fire profession. Of 342 respondents, 24% reported 
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personal experiences of sexual harassment and 44% reported personal experiences of gender 

discrimination while working in wildland fire (Association for Fire Ecology, Dec 6, 2016). The 

Association for Fire Ecology President, Leda Kobziar, also provided a statement at the 

Congressional hearing on Dec 1, 2016 on behalf of the Association and their research findings 

(Examining Sexual Harassment and Gender Discrimination at the U.S. Department of 

Agriculture, Dec 1, 2016). Accountability was a key message in Congress.  

In addition to the political activity on the topic, within the academic community in the twelve 

months preceding this research, gender was discussed at several conferences amongst wildland 

fire management, senior leaders, and academics. These events include the International 

Association for Wildland Fire Safety Summit and Human Dimensions of Wildland Fire 

conference in Boise, ID (Reimer, April 2015a); the Australasian Fire and Emergency Service 

Authorities Council, in Adelaide, SA (Henderson & Robinson, September 2015); the Association 

for Fire Ecology Congress in San Antonio, TX (Montano et al., November 2015; Reimer, 

November 2015b); and the Wildland Fire Canada conference in Kelowna, BC (Reimer, October 

2016b; Reimer, Carroll, & West, October 2016). These conference-based discussions introduced 

the insights gained from academic research on gender and wildland fire into the community of 

wildland fire managers and senior leaders.  

Alongside the emerging political and academic conversations on the topic, there is a 

significant interest amongst popular and investigative media about this subject. Increasingly, 

questions are being asked in popular media about the status of gender minorities within national, 

provincial, and state organizations dedicated to wildland fire management (Dotson, 2016; Evans, 

2015; Gilpin, 2016, 2016a; Joyce, 2016; Langlois, 2016; Mardon, 2015; Reimer, 2016a; Shogren 

& Gilpin, 2016). Within the popular media there is a growing criticism of the status quo based on 
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the sense that organizations are not keeping workers safe from gender discrimination and sexual 

harassment within the wildland fire community (Dotson, 2016; Evans, 2015; Gilpin, 2016, 

2016a; Joyce, 2016; Langlois, 2016; Mardon, 2015; Reimer, 2016a; Shogren & Gilpin, 2016). 

These publicly voiced concerns appear to be connected to political action, as seen by the 

Congressional Hearing (2016, Dec 1) that referenced an investigative media article as one of the 

primary documents (Joyce, 2016). It seems inevitable that difficult questions about wildland fire 

culture and gender discrimination and sexual harassment will be asked with increasing scrutiny 

in the political, academic, and public arenas. This presents an imminent opportunity for self-

reflection among wildland fire response agencies, and an opportunity for organizational learning 

and adaptation (Senge, 2006; Wheatley, 2004).  

In light of these developments, this research, as a form of organizational self-reflection, has 

the potential to contribute more broadly to the evolving international conversation about gender, 

gender discrimination, and sexual harassment within the wildland fire community (Reimer, 

2015a, 2015b, 2016a, 2016b; Reimer, Carroll & West, 2016). Specifically, it was my hope to 

create positive change by enabling open space for dialogue about gender among wildland 

firefighters in the BCWS from all perspectives; to utilize this conversation as the foundation for 

gender-responsive leadership to emerge in the organization; and to share this experience of 

proactive organizational learning to influence positive change in the broader wildland fire 

community. 

Inquiry Stakeholders 

Given the considerable attention this topic is receiving within the international wildland fire 

community, the potential stakeholders could be quite large in scope. However, the ability of this 

project is limited in the number of participants it can engage in this single research effort due to 



THE WILDFIRE WITHIN                                                                                                         18 

 

 

 

the timeframe and resources available for research conducted in partial fulfillment of a Master’s 

degree. Therefore, in order to effectively address this topic, I have narrowed the scope and 

identified key stakeholders in this research within the limits of the organization where this 

inquiry occurred, the BCWS.  

In order to further refine my understanding of the stakeholders within the BCWS I utilized 

Conner’s (2013) four definitions of stakeholders in organizational change, which are: sponsors, 

who provide “organizational power to sanction the change” (0:31); targets, who are the “focus of 

the [change] effort” (1:01); change agents, who “help facilitate its implementation” (1:29); and 

advocates, who desire change but have no power to instigate it (2:01). Overlaying Conner’s 

(2013) framework within the BCWS, the sponsors are the Executive Director, Madeline Maley 

and Director, Ian Meier, and Director of Corporate Governance, Mary Myers, whose support and 

positional power within the organization provided legitimacy for the project. Given that previous 

research on gender identified “a need for consideration of gender relations at all scales” (Eriksen, 

2014a, p. 146), I utilized Conner’s (2013) definition of targets at the focal point for change to 

include everyone from the boots on the ground to the highest level within the organization: 

wildland firefighters, fireline leaders, middle (officers) and senior leaders (managers). The 

change agent in this project is the Superintendent, Staff Development and Safety, Richard King, 

who has provincial leadership training under his portfolio, though other change agents may 

emerge. Finally, advocates who desire change but have no power to instigate it (Conner, 2013, 

2:01) are those within the organization who took the time to participate in this research project 

by providing perspectives, experiences, and suggestions for action steps. This includes wildland 

firefighters, fireline leaders, middle and senior leaders within the BCWS, and specifically, 

members of the inquiry team, which will be described further in Chapter Three. 
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Stakeholders and gender. 

To provide adequate framing for the discussion that follows, a brief explanation of gender, 

as it related to this study, is included here. This information is explained in more detail in 

Chapter Two. In undertaking research on gender, I considered how the gender diversity of 

stakeholders may be a factor. Engaging female wildland firefighter perspectives as gender 

minorities provided key insights (Reid & Frisby, 2008, p. 94). In addition to this, male wildland 

firefighter experiences of gender are equally important, as males are a significant majority in the 

wildland fire community (Eriksen, 2014a; Pacholok, 2013). Male wildland firefighter insights 

may be difficult to ascertain through research on gender due to performance of masculine norms 

that limit sharing of emotions, thoughts, and feelings in interview settings (Schwalbe & 

Wolkomir, 2001, p. 101), and because they are often normalized and taken for granted as 

everyday practices. In order to value the experiences of all wildland firefighters within the 

BCWS and to engage all stakeholders, this project was gender inclusive, yet sought to value 

female experiences of gender due to the status of females as a gender minority within the culture. 

To achieve this, no gender preference was shown during the survey stage but the interviews 

included a disproportionate ratio of female voices. Methodology, including a description of 

participants, is explored in greater detail in Chapter Three. 

Gender. 

In this study gender is understood as being co-created by all people interacting together in 

a system, and is a socially negotiated set of variables that are expressed through constantly 

changing power relations (Eriksen, 2014a; Itzin & Newman, 2001; Kimmel, Hearn, & Connell, 

2005; Maxfield, Shapiro, Gupta, & Hass, 2010; Pacholok, 2013). Gender is something that we 

create and perform together, and is not a static identity but rather is continually evolving and 
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changing. Understanding gender in this way also means that there is no one “male” or “female” 

perspective or experience of wildland fire culture. In this study, any designation of gender or sex 

is “internally diverse” (Schwalbe & Wolkomir, 2001, p. 101). It was not the aim of this project to 

distil the diversity of perspectives about gender among wildland firefighters, but rather to explore 

the diversity of perspectives and bring them to light. Additionally, gender and leadership as I am 

using it in this project, refers to the way that gender as a dynamic social construct affects, shapes, 

and interacts with leadership. These concepts will be explained in greater detail in subsequent 

chapters.  

Benefits to stakeholders. 

The benefits for stakeholders in this inquiry are potentially very broad in scope. By 

creating an open space for conversation about gender among wildland firefighters in the BCWS, 

this project increased the ability of all stakeholders to understand the experiences of gender and 

leadership currently happening within the BCWS. This increased awareness about the 

experiences of gender within wildland fire in the BCWS may lead to an emerging development 

of gender-responsive leadership through cultural change, and could have positive effects within 

the broader international wildland fire community. Ultimately, this would realize the BCWS’s 

strategic goal of being a wildland fire response organization of “excellent people providing high 

performance” (Province of British Columbia, 2012). 

Organizational Context  

The province of British Columbia (BC) is the westernmost province in Canada. It borders 

the U.S. state of Washington to the south, the Pacific Ocean to the west, the U.S. state of Alaska 

and the Yukon and Northwest territories to the north, and the province of Alberta to the east. The 

province contains fourteen biogeoclimatic zones, ranging from low fire frequency landscapes to 
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high fire frequency landscapes (Province of BC, 2013). The BCWS is part of the provincial 

government Ministry of Forests, Lands, and Natural Resource Operations (FLNRO). The 

mandate of the BCWS is to “deliver effective wildfire management and emergency response 

support on behalf of the government of BC to protect life and values at risk and to encourage 

sustainable, healthy and resilient ecosystems” (Province of BC, 2015). The BCWS is a response 

agency and is not directly responsible for land management, responding to an average of 2,000 

wildfires per year in a response area that comprises 94 million hectares of combined private and 

public land (Province of BC, 2015).  

The BCWS employs a total of 1645 employees (Provincial Wildfire Coordination Centre, 

2016). Field staff members who are hired on a permanent seasonal basis with annual recalls, 

entry-level benefits, and guaranteed work based on contracts ranging from 4 to 8–month fire 

seasons are referred to as auxiliaries. Permanent full time staff members—who are a minority 

within the organization—work in senior Officer and Management or Administrative roles. The 

organizational structure is based on six response areas, or “fire centers,” which are divided 

geographically (Province of British Columbia, 2015). During wildfire response, as with any 

international emergency incident, regular reporting structures are augmented or overlaid by the 

use of the Incident Command system, which organizes local, incident-specific reporting 

relationships based on the globally recognized concept of span of control (Jensen & Thompson, 

2016). Incident Management Teams have been described in research on gender as places “where 

wildfires are operated and ‘controlled’, where the power is concentrated, and where hegemonic 

masculinity is strengthened, maintained and enforced” (Eriksen, 2014a, p. 143). The incident 

command structure facilitates wildfire management and also produces cultural effects within the 

system. 
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Wildland fire culture. 

Organizational context is not complete without briefly discussing wildland fire culture, 

which will be revisited in greater detail in Chapter Two. Culture is a “pattern of shared basic 

assumptions learned by a group as it solved its problems of external adaptation and internal 

integration” (Schein, 2010, p. 18). These patterns acquire more social acceptance over time, and 

are taught as the way to think, feel, and be in relation to the problems of everyday life within that 

group (Schein, 2010). Culture can be understood through three aspects: artefacts, which are 

visible items, structures, and processes, including observed behaviour; “espoused beliefs and 

values”, which include ideologies and the ways actions are explained; and, “basic underlying 

assumptions,” which are unconscious (Schein, 2010, p. 24). I will describe the broader wildland 

fire culture of which the BCWS is a part, and then narrow my focus to BCWS culture 

specifically. 

 A brief example of how wildland firefighters relate to fire culture in the broader wildland 

fire community is revealed through cultural artefacts that carry symbolic meaning. Travis 

Dotson, a wildland firefighter with the Wildland Fire Lessons Learned Centre, described 

wildland fire culture as “a combination of Frontier/Pioneer/Cowboy and Military culture–

including [a] high value placed on ‘masculine’ traits [that] rewards ruggedness, grit, aggressive 

action, and resourcefulness” (T. Dotson, personal communication, January 4, 2017)1. Matthew 

Carroll, former U.S. Forest Service smokejumper and currently with the U.S. Forest Service 

Office of Human Performance, Innovation, and Organizational Learning (HPIOL), recalled a 

crew shirt that had “powered by shame” written across the chest (M. Carroll, personal 

                                                 
1 All personal communication used with permission. 
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communication, November 3, 2016). Bre Orcasitas, a U.S. wildland firefighter and blogger, 

described her perspective in a recent post titled “Fire Culture,”: 

What we do—who we are—what we are about—We dedicate a significant portion of our 

time and energy to maintaining physical fitness…We use direct communication…We 

power through things that are uncomfortable, painful, and/or difficult in order to get the 

job done on a regular basis. We break our bodies and work until we drop and then we 

joke about it…We significantly hurt ourselves but don’t tell our supervisors because we 

don’t want to get pulled off the line…If you aren’t willing to do for the crew before you 

do for you. We don’t want you here…Respect isn’t a gift; you’ve got to earn it 

(Orcasitas, November 20, 2016). 

These cultural norms, as described by members within the wildland fire community, resonate 

throughout the broader wildland fire culture of which the BCWS is a part. See Figures 1 and 2.

 

Figure 1. BCWS Wildland Firefighter. Facebook™ profile photo, D. Jones, 2016. Used with 

permission. 
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Within the BCWS, similar sentiments have been shared. Language and culture surfaced 

in conversations with the Superintendent, Staff Development and Safety, Richard King, in terms 

of the description of wildfire as “fighting” or “controlling” fire, which could “be viewed as a 

masculinization of the industry” (R. King, personal communication, September 22, 2015). 

Artefacts of crew culture show how BCWS wildland firefighters depict themselves, highlighting 

the physical and mental toughness that Orcasitas (2016) described in her blog.  

Figure 2. BCWS Wildland Firefighter. Photo, R. Reimer, 2016. 

Judi Beck, a former fire behaviour specialist with the BCWS, described her process of “wearing 

camo” and the various strategies she used to “hide” as a female gender minority until later in her 

career when she felt she had earned the credibility to be able to “bring gender to the table” (J. 

Beck, PhD, RPF, personal communication, May 1, 2015). Ian Meier, Director of the BCWS, 

described that “leadership in wildfire is a challenge no matter who you are. For people who are a 

minority within the group, stepping into leadership may be even more difficult” (personal 

communication, January 16, 2017).  

The BCWS is not unique within the wildland fire community, and participates in the 

competitive, tough, and masculinized culture discussed in current literature (Desmond, 2007; 

Eriksen, 2014a,b; Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; Eriksen, Waitt, & Wilkinson, 2016; Pacholok, 2013) 
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and by others anecdotally in the wildland fire community (Orcasitas, 2016). The topic of 

wildland fire culture will be expanded in much greater detail in Chapter Two. I turn now to a 

discussion of the statistics describing gender diversity in the BCWS. 

Gender diversity in the BCWS. 

Within the BCWS, wildland firefighter demographics are not recorded or published in any 

transparent or readily available manner that would enable comparison across similar wildland 

fire response agencies. However, a statistical snapshot based on the best data available was 

developed for this project that provided details on gender diversity, and is used with permission 

(I. Meier, personal communication, January 6, 2017). As stated earlier, auxiliary staff are 

seasonal staff (wildland firefighters, fireline leaders, and dispatch) and regular staff are full time 

(middle and senior leaders).  

 Total Female Male 

Auxiliary 1393 345 1048 

Regular 252 79 173 

Total BCWS 1645 424 1221 

 

 

According to the current data, females make up 24.8% of wildland firefighters and 

seasonal staff within the BCWS, and 31.3% of middle and senior leaders. When we consider 

gender and leadership positions on the fireline, the numbers shift considerably. For crew 

leadership positions (Initial Attack crews and 20–person Unit crews), females comprise between 

5–13.6% of fireline leaders in the BCWS (Provincial Wildfire Coordination Centre, 2016). 

Statistics for total auxiliary staff, of which 24.8% are female, also include non-fireline staff such 

as dispatch, and finance and administration support. Male and female demographics for fire crew 

Figure 3.  Employee demographics in the BCWS. Provincial Wildfire 

Coordination Centre, 2016. 
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members as a separate number from the total auxiliary staff are unavailable, however dispatch, 

and finance and administration are anecdotally disproportionately female which may affect the 

total. Therefore, to gain a more accurate understanding of what the daily experience of a 

wildland firefighter on the fireline is like in terms of gender, it is most representative to look at 

the fire crew leadership statistics and extrapolate a range. The average wildland firefighter in the 

BCWS is interacting in a peer group that is generally between 75.2–95% male, and for fireline 

leaders the peer group is between 86.4–95% male (Provincial Wildfire Coordination Centre, 

2016). These numbers are based on the best data available, and provide a high–level summary 

that will miss local inconsistencies, for example, there were crews that are exclusively male, and 

also some that may have a higher percentage of female leaders than the average. 

Gender diversity in wildland fire and forestry.  

To provide context for the BCWS gender statistics, I will provide a brief comparison 

between other fire agencies internationally and the broader forestry industry in the province of 

BC. Women and Firefighting Australasia (WAFA) published statistics for the Australasian 

firefighters that included all firefighting agencies (structural and wildland fire) and both 

volunteer and career firefighters (WAFA, 2015). Career firefighters are between 95–98% male; 

volunteer agency firefighters are between 56–86% male; and female applicants for career 

firefighter positions are between 5–12% of total applicants (WAFA, 2015, pp. 3–5). The U.S. 

Forest Service undertook a “workforce diversification program” due to a civil rights court action 

in 1973 known as the “consent decree” (Brown, Harris, & Squirrell, 2010, p. 269). This has 

affected gender diversity in hiring decisions to date. Females currently make up 36.6% of the 

existing workforce, and 25.6% of new hires (2016 Fire Workforce Data Report, cited with 
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permission, T. Sexton, USFS, personal communication, January 6, 2017). The BC Forest Safety 

Council (BCFSC) is authorized by WorkSafeBC to administer tree faller certification in the 

Province of BC, and partner with the BCWS to assist in training tree fallers for wildland fires. 

Since the inception of faller certification in the Province around 2003, approximately 4,000 

fallers have been certified by the BCFSC. The BCFSC does not, however, maintain gender 

statistics for certified tree fallers, but it is estimated that only “a handful” are female (A. 

Thompson, Manager Training and Standards, BCFSC, personal communication, September 15, 

2016). In terms of gender diversity statistics in the wildland fire community and in the forestry 

industry, the BCWS statistics do not stand out as anomalies.  

To better appreciate the points of leverage available to make change within this context, I 

turn now to a discussion of a systems thinking approach to organizational change. 

Systems Analysis of the Inquiry  

A systems approach to solving complex problems involves “seeing the whole” (Senge, 

Scharmer, Jaworski, & Flowers, p. 45). The larger whole is understood as “systems of 

relationships” that are self-organizing, where “organization is a process” that continually 

evolves, rather than a static end state (Wheatley, 2005, p. 22, 27). This means that within a 

system, relationships are continually evolving in an interrelated dance of cause and effect that is 

nonlinear (Senge, 2006, p. 73). Systems thinking about organizational learning has been 

compared to how one might understand an ecosystem in the natural world (Wheatley, 1994, 

2005). The interrelationships between weather, terrain, fuels composition, and the human 

landscape all combine to produce the risk and behavioural dynamics of a wildfire. This way of 

thinking can be applied to gender and leadership within wildland fire culture. The 

interrelationships between gender and leadership at global, national, provincial, community, 
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family and individual levels, interact through ongoing processes. These interrelated processes 

create the current gendered cultural norms within the wildland fire community. These persistent 

gendered cultural norms are the wildfire within.  

 An effective inquiry into gender and leadership in wildland fire cultivates an 

understanding of the processes and interrelationships that shape identity and self-understanding 

at the individual and organizational level. A deeper understanding of gender, leadership, and 

wildland fire culture as interconnected social processes will be developed in Chapter Two. 

Is cultural change possible? The principle of leverage. 

This inquiry presupposes that complex, difficult problems may be both understood and 

transformed by identifying where a small action may result in significant, enduring change. This 

ability to identify, and utilize a specific point to enact system change is the systems thinking 

principle of leverage (Senge, 2006, p. 64). The BCWS is uniquely poised in the Canadian 

context to effect positive change through the principle of leverage when applied to wildland fire 

culture, because they are the first wildland fire agency to engage with research on this topic. 

I will briefly introduce two current examples of significant cultural interventions in 

industries similar to wildland fire utilizing high leverage inputs into a system. These are the BC 

Forest Safety Council efforts to reduce faller fatalities by changing the culture of professional 

falling in BC (Forest Safety Task Force, 2004), and the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) efforts to 

reduce sexual misconduct in the military through cultural change (Deschamps, 2015). Both the 

2004 Forest Safety Task Force report and the 2015 Deschamps Report specifically outlined that 

cultural change was needed in order to address unintended outcomes within their respective 

industries (Deschamps, 2015; Forest Safety Task Force, 2004). Concerted effort by the BC 
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Forest Safety Council following the 2004 report was successful in instituting a “safety culture” 

and, as a result of cultural interventions, drastically reduced the number of fatalities in the 

forestry industry in BC, from 93 in 2004 to 12 in 2006 (BC Forest Safety Progress Report, 2006–

07, p. 5). The Canadian Armed Forces is set to release a progress report in the winter of 2016–17 

to provide an update to the public. Of significance is the inauguration of a Sexual Misconduct 

Response Centre (SMRC), with a mission to “support CAF members affected by inappropriate 

sexual behaviour by helping them make informed choices on available options and provide 

resources to meet their individual needs” (SMRC, 2016). This is the first time in Canada that an 

option for assistance and a safe reporting culture in responding to sexual misconduct within a 

militarized structure has been provided outside the chain of command. Both the BC Forest Safety 

Council and the Canadian Armed Forces action steps were based on the identified need for 

cultural change, and the use of high leverage inputs with the intention to shift the culture in order 

to reduce unintended outcomes within their respective professions. 

Readiness for change. 

In addition to leverage, within a systems approach understanding readiness for change is 

key. Readiness means instilling the confidence needed for change among organization members. 

This is linked to research that has shown how some individuals will “avoid activities believed to 

exceed their coping abilities” (Armenakis et al., 1993, p. 572). It acknowledges that while 

conversations about culture be non-judgemental, open, and embody humble inquiry (Schein, 

2013), it is likely that these conversational skills may need to be taught in order to facilitate 

cultural change. Schein (2010) identified that, within a culture, when “incongruities exist 

between espoused values and basic assumptions, scandal and myth explosion become primary 

mechanisms of culture change. Nothing will change until the consequences of the actual 
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operating assumptions create a public and visible scandal that cannot be hidden, avoided, or 

denied” (p. 291). Creating readiness must both communicate the discrepancy between values and 

basic assumptions, and “bolster the efficacy of organizational members regarding the proposed 

changes to reduce the discrepancy” (Armenakis et al., 1993, p. 572).  Utilizing leverage alone 

may create actions that are not in sync with the broader system’s capabilities to shift, and by 

including readiness for change as an input to create system change, the likelihood of successful 

change is increased. 

By participating in this inquiry project the BCWS engaged in open dialogue about gender 

and leadership in wildland fire among all levels of the organization, getting the “whole system in 

the room” (Weisbord, 2012, p. 211), and in this case, ‘the room’ was an online environment. 

This inquiry positioned the BCWS to identify high leverage inputs and to create readiness in 

ways that might similarly shift the culture to reduce unintended outcomes, such as gender 

discrimination, within the wildland fire profession. The interrelationships described in this 

section are illustrated in Figure 4 Inquiry Process System Diagram, below. 

In Figure 4, ‘Wildfire As A Profession’ illustrates how interconnections between 

professional history, organizational culture, and awareness about culture cultivated between 

wildland fire agencies, all interact to form professional cultural norms about gender. ‘British 

Columbia Wildfire Service’ identifies how the Province of British Columbia’s Ministry of 

FLNRO’s culture may affect the BCWS’s culture, and in turn how subcultures within the BCWS 

may interact with organizational cultures within government. The ‘Global Context’ identifies 

gender as a global issue and its interconnections. The ‘National Context’ illustrates how 

Canadian national politics, the history of colonization, national wildland fire regulations, and 

human rights legislation all interact on the issue of gender. Finally, ‘Provincial/Rural British 
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Columbia’ identifies the localized effects of the global, national, and professional cultures, and 

their interactions to form place-based conceptualizations of gender. 
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Figure 4. Inquiry Process System 

Diagram. 
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Thesis Overview 

The first chapter of this thesis provided an overview of the main research question, and 

subquestions. It described the significance of the inquiry, defined stakeholders, and provided an 

overview of the organizational context of the BCWS. It closed with a system analysis of the 

inquiry, and a system diagram that illustrated the interrelationships of note within the inquiry.   

Chapter Two explores the literature with a focus on three key topics: gender, leadership 

and wildland fire culture. This situates the inquiry within the broader academic and industry–

based discussion on these topics.   

Chapter Three outlines the methodological approach used in this inquiry, which pioneered 

a feminist appreciative approach to Action Research (AR). This chapter then describes the 

inquiry team, the participants, and methods by which data were collected. It includes a 

discussion of data analysis, trustworthiness, and a discussion of relevant ethical issues.  

Chapter Four describes the findings based on participant data, and connects these to 

conclusions based on the gender, leadership, and wildland fire culture literature described in 

Chapter Two. This chapter also defines the scope and limitations of the inquiry. 

Chapter Five synthesizes the findings and conclusions into three recommendations for 

consideration within the BCWS. These recommendations are situated in the most current 

organizational context, grounded in the system thinking principles of interrelationships and 

leverage, and take into consideration the willingness of BCWS leadership to explore cultural 

change to reduce unintended outcomes within the wildland fire profession. 

I turn now to a review of the most current academic and industry literature on gender, 

leadership, and wildland fire culture. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

This literature review synthesizes the theoretical perspectives and recent research in both 

academic and industry-based writing on the topics relevant to this inquiry. It supports and 

provides context for the main research question posed by this inquiry, which is “How might 

understanding gender and leadership support excellence in the British Columbia Wildfire 

Service?”  Three topics will be explored, which are: 

1. Gender 

2. Leadership 

3. Wildland Fire Culture 

The first section reviews current literature to develop a working definition of gender for 

this project that includes relevant feminist scholarship as a way of framing the discussion. It will 

also define what feminism is, and is not. This situates the first subquestion in the literature, 

which is, “What are the specific experiences of gender and leadership among wildland 

firefighters in the BCWS?”  

The second section identifies how leadership is understood in relationship with gender in 

existing literature on male-dominated workplaces. This will assist in framing the remaining three 

subquestions, which are:  

2. What stories of excellence about gender and leadership do wildland firefighters in 

the BCWS share? 

3. What opportunities for growth in understanding gender and leadership exist within 

the BCWS? and,  

4. What steps might be taken to support gender-responsive leadership in the BCWS? 
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The third section incorporates academic and industry-related literature about gender and 

leadership in the context of wildland fire culture in the global wildfire profession. This informs 

the overall inquiry and is a persistent thread throughout the thesis. It will factor especially in 

framing the recommendations based on the findings and conclusions, which are explored in 

Chapter Five. 

Topic One: Gender  

 This section develops a working definition of gender as it is used in this inquiry project, 

and will discuss what feminism is and is not, situating both definitions within scholarship. It will 

then discuss rural masculinity, and gender and risk-taking.  

Gender defined. 

Historically, gender has been linked to biological determinism, which is an essentialist 

understanding where a binary is created between male/female, man/woman, and 

femininity/masculinity, as opposite and fixed “two-category demographic variable[s]” 

(Pacholok, 2013, p. 31). This no longer represents the current understanding of how gender 

functions in social interactions. Currently, gender is “widely conceptualized as a socially 

constructed relationship” (Pacholok, 2013, p. 28), which means that it is fluid, created through 

relationship with others, and not specifically linked to biological sex. Taking this perspective, a 

male person may express feminine characteristics, and female persons may express masculine 

characteristics. Gender, as it is used in this study, is understood as being co-created by all people 

interacting together in a system, and is a socially negotiated set of variables that are expressed 

through constantly changing power relations (Eriksen, 2014a; Itzin & Newman, 2001; Kimmel, 

Hearn, & Connell, 2005; Maxfield, Shapiro, Gupta, & Hass, 2010; Pacholok, 2013). In addition 
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to understanding gender through this perspective, it is worthwhile to discuss what feminism is 

and is not, and to explore why concepts like gender and feminism may appear to exclude men. 

Feminism defined. 

In popular culture, there is a perception that concepts like gender, gender violence, and 

feminism refer only to women (Katz, 2012, 1:01). Although it is true that “the field of gender 

research has mainly addressed questions about women and has been developed by women” 

(Kimmel et al., 2005, p. 1), it has been sixteen years since feminist theorist bell hooks (2000) 

wrote Feminism is for Everybody. In it, she described how feminists are perceived as people who 

“hate men; how ‘they’ want to go against nature–and god; how ‘they’ are all lesbians; how ‘they’ 

are taking all the jobs and making the world hard for white men, who do not stand a chance” (p. 

vii). This means that when gender, gender violence and feminism are mentioned, sometimes men 

think “it’s not about us” (Katz, 2012, 0:58). In addition to feeling excluded, some men who 

believe popular myths about feminism may also feel attacked by “a bunch of angry women who 

want to be like men,” and may feel that in general, feminism is “for women against men” (hooks, 

2000, pp. vii–ix). Without minimizing the negative emotional response some men (and women) 

may feel when the word feminism is mentioned, it is important to address these perceptions. It is 

my aim to provide a more current understanding of what feminism is, its scope, and aims as it 

relates to this inquiry. 

How do the more nuanced and contemporary aims of feminism differ from the popular 

perceptions that tend to see it as for and by women, against men? hooks (2000) outlined a simple 

definition of feminism that is inclusive of all people, which is, “feminism is a movement to end 

sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression” (p. viii). It is inclusive of all people, and targets a 
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process of domination (sexism) as the problem rather than a group of people (men). Historically, 

feminism began with a critique of male domination of females based on the assumption that they 

were superior to females (hooks, 2000). However, the conversation about gender, power, and 

processes of domination have expanded so much that male domination of females is no longer 

purely what the conversation is focused on (hooks, 2000; Katz, 2012; Kimmel et al., 2005; 

Kimmel, 2010; Kimmel 2015). The conversation today is about engaging all people, and in some 

cases especially men (UN Women, He for She Campaign, 2016). Kimmel (2015) identified that 

“making gender visible to men is the first step to engaging men to support gender equality” 

(5:05). This means that not only is gender, and the conversation about gender equality, about 

men—it is also for men, and increasingly, by men (Katz, 2012; Kimmel, 2015). It is important to 

recognize how men have borne significant costs to their own wellbeing—as well as enjoyed 

benefits—through being participants in a process of domination, and how, through various forms 

of masculinity, men dominate and harm other men by the same processes that harm women.  

Increasingly, the study of gender includes the study of masculinities and how various 

expression of masculinity intersect and interrelate with social constructions of what it means to 

be ‘a man’ (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2008; Kimmel et al., 2005). The costs to individual men 

who must perform masculinity in order to achieve social acceptance, or personal self-worth, 

cause significant personal pain and are especially challenging in male-dominated peer groups 

(hooks, 2004; Katz, 2012). These behaviours are learned early on in boyhood, where boys learn 

from other boys and men that “they must not express feelings, with the exception of anger; that 

they must not do anything considered feminine or womanly” (hooks, 2004, p. 42). Katz (2012) 

identified that emotional freedom for men will occur when men in all-male groups are able to be 

free from sexist behaviour (12:24). Discussions about masculinity also encompass the ways that 
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men continue to enjoy the benefits of invisible privilege as a result of unconsciously participating 

in a process of domination (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2008; Katz, 2012; Kimmel, 2015; 

Kimmel et al, 2005; McIntosh, 1998). This process of domination linked to gender has also been 

defined as patriarchy, which is a political and social system that insists that males are inherently 

dominating by nature, and that as a result of this inherent nature, they have the right to dominate 

anything that appears weaker (hooks, 2000, 2004). This includes dominating other men, nature, 

women, and so on. This sense of being inherently more powerful reinforces a sense of 

entitlement. Kimmel (2015) identified the need to engage men’s “sense of entitlement” (7:13) in 

the conversation about gender in order to make it visible. For some men, gender equality can 

appear as “reverse discrimination” to those who are unaware of their privilege, and who believe 

that men naturally should dominate (7:34). The study of men and masculinities is an important 

and growing part of gender research. 

One study looked at how some men perceived females entering previously male-dominated 

fields of work. Kimmel (2010) conducted close to 400 interviews among young men aged 16–26 

in his study of masculinity in young American men. He identified that there is “seething 

resentment against women’s ‘invasions’ of ‘their’ space…[that has] provoked an angry backlash 

for some men” (p. 2). For some men in the age group he studied, emotional experiences that 

were related to an increase in women’s rights more generally in society ranged from “anxiety to 

anger” (p. 2). Further, a “traditionally heroic and unapologetic masculinity [has emerged as the] 

‘new-old’” (p. 6). The methods by which (mostly) young men resist gender equality was 

described as “defensive resistance,” and this is expressed by the belief that “Women are not 

qualified for the positions they seek; they are not strong enough, not tough enough, not (fill in 

the blank) enough to make the grade” (p. 18). Kimmel (2010) had a conversation with a group of 
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male structural firefighters as part of his research, and he asked them about female firefighters. 

This was their response: 

Those bitches have taken over. You know that ad, ‘it’s everywhere you want to be.’ That’s 

like women. They’re everywhere they want to be! There’s nowhere you can go anymore–

factories, beer joints, military, even the goddamned firehouse (raucous agreement all 

around). We working guys are just fucked (p. 19). 

This belief about the fate of men seems to be because there is a “zero-sum” game where either 

men “win,” or women “win” (p. 27)–but there is little room for an inclusive, shared community 

of self-actualized people where everyone is winning. For the men in Kimmel’s (2010) study, and 

for many men in the BCWS who do have women in their immediate workplaces, the fact is that 

“Women are in the labor force–and every other arena–to stay. So, the choice for men is how we 

will relate to this transformation. Will we be dragged kicking and screaming into the future? Run 

off to some male-only preserve, circle the masculine wagons, and regroup?” (p. 34). The 

questions remain unanswered, for future men to decide.  

 The experiences of the men in Kimmel’s (2010) study do not reflect men as a whole. 

Even for these men, there is room within the dialogue created by feminism for an understanding 

of community that is inclusive of all people. Ultimately, the aim of feminism and the ongoing, 

dynamic, and evolving conversation about gender and gender equality, is to realize a world 

where “fully self-actualized females and males [are] able to create beloved community together, 

realizing our dreams of freedom and justice” (hooks, 2000, p. x). The aims of feminism, when 

understood in this way, are very relevant when considering gender and leadership within the 

wildland fire community.  
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For this inquiry, gender is understood as being co-created by all people interacting together 

in a system, and as a socially negotiated set of variables that are expressed through constantly 

changing power relations (Eriksen, 2014a; Itzin & Newman, 2001; Kimmel, Hearn, & Connell, 

2005; Maxfield, Shapiro, Gupta, & Hass, 2010; Pacholok, 2013). This understanding is 

necessary for opening up dialogue about gender and leadership in wildland fire. It is clear from 

this review of the literature on gender that as with all people, wildland firefighters have access to 

a range of gendered behaviours, and certain choices are made to express or censor one’s 

gendered characteristics due to changing power relations in the social group. The conversation 

about gender within feminism does not exclude males, and indeed is both for, by, and about 

them. I turn now to an exploration of the power dynamics that shape gender through rural 

masculinity.  

Rural masculinity. 

There is a “struggle for dominance” that occurs between various expressions of 

masculinity, and some expressions are “deemed culturally superior” (Pacholok, 2013, p. 32). As 

discussed in Chapter One, in the rural context where many wildland fires occur, there is a 

perception of “rural masculinities [where] masculinity and the relationship between nature and 

body revolve around bravery, fearlessness, toughness, physical fitness, and an ability to disregard 

discomfort and pain” (Bye, 2009, p. 280). Rural masculinity defines itself by placing negative 

value on the “normative traits” of femininity: “emotional, sensitive, and thin-skinned” (p. 282). 

What Bye (2009) and Tyler and Fairbrother (2013) have described is the creation of a hegemony 

in relation to rural masculinity. This concept deserves further explanation. 
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Hegemony is the way that power relations are organized and maintained based on 

dominance not purely via coercive force, but through “cultural consent, discursive centrality, 

institutionalisation, and the subordination and marginalization of alternatives” (Eriksen, 2014a, 

p. 7). Hegemonic masculinity refers to the process of interactions between the dominant gender 

(in this case, rural masculinity) through power relations (hegemony). It is, like gender, 

“relational and contextual” (Eriksen, 2014a, p. 7). Hegemony is created through the validation of 

rural masculinity within wildland fire (Desmond, 2007). The result of hegemonic masculinity is 

that the values and practices are integrated so seamlessly that they become unquestioned and 

naturalized. However, Eriksen, Gill, and Head (2010) have pointed out that using hegemony to 

understand gender is also problematic “as it often evokes an overly monolithic conception of 

domination by men that disguises the inner workings of culturally and historically distinct 

arrangements between women and men” (p. 334). In other words, conceptualizing hegemonic 

masculinity leaves individuals within the power relations limited choice other than to comply 

with the powerful status quo.  

The social power that hegemony creates is real, yet also symbolic, which means that it may 

be both questioned and transformed. The creation of symbols that hold power and authority both 

create and sustain hegemonic masculinity, even if “most men and boys do not fully live up” to 

these symbols of rural masculine power (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2008, p. 105). This 

symbolic power still enables men to “benefit” even when they are unable to “enact or embody 

strong versions of masculine ideals” because they continue to internally identify, and externally 

be identified by others through their body, with the social power of that symbol (Eriksen, 2014a, 

p. 8). This is the invisible privilege that Kimmel (2015) described. Rendering the symbolic 

power (privilege) visible is necessary so that “existing power relations and their continuing 
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reiteration(s)” can be challenged (Beaseley, 2008, p. 87). Seeing the privilege and power 

associated with gender relations and choosing to express gender differently can constitute 

“micro-level, face-to-face interactions” that undo or challenge gender binaries and “spark 

change” (Pacholok, 2013, p. 113). These moments of negotiating the binary between male body 

and “rural warrior hero” (Tyler & Fairbrother, 2013, p. 114) are moments when the individual 

can create a profound shift in the power relations surrounding gender. It is in these moments 

when males and females can actively assert their ability to choose to express themselves in ways 

that are fully self-actualized, giving themselves and others in the social group the ability to 

access the full spectrum of qualities—both masculine and feminine—that are open to all human 

beings.  

 This understanding of symbolic power and privilege associated with the male body and 

rural masculinity frames the ensuing discussion in this thesis based on the research findings 

about wildland firefighters’ perceived capabilities when it comes to performing physical tasks on 

the fireline. In addition to physical tasks is the engagement with risk, and the effects of gender on 

perceptions of risk-taking. 

Gender and risk. 

Rural masculinity, discussed above, includes “fearlessness” as a trait that is projected 

against, or in opposition to, the feminine (Bye, 2009, p. 282). Similarly, in their study on risk–

taking and gender, Maxfield, Shapiro, Gupta, and Hass (2010) identified the “predominant 

stereotype” that “men take risks and women do not” (p. 587). Perceptions of risk-taking are 

linked to masculinity (Bye, 2009; Eriksen, 2014a; Maxfield et al., 2010) and yet the reality of 

decision-making in organizational contexts challenges this simplistic conception. The Maxfield 
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et al. (2010) study found that women in managerial positions “reported embracing risk,” with 

key factors affecting women’s propensities to take risks identified as power, self-efficacy, and 

connection to networks (pp. 590-1). Why risk-taking remains a perceived masculine domain can 

be understood by looking at an individual’s power to take risks, and how power is gendered. 

Power as a concept is connected to masculinity, and is perceived as being more relevant to 

men (Groshev, 2002; Maxfield et al., 2010). Conversely, the most strongly motivating 

understanding of power for female risk-takers was “the power to make an impact” (Maxfield et 

al., 2010, p. 591). The interaction of power and risk-taking are experienced differently by males 

and females, wherein the masculine definition of “power over” has been critiqued and 

transformed by feminist theorists who instead defined “power to,” which is a focus on self-

empowerment and sharing “power with” others (Fletcher, 2004; Guinier, 1998; Kitzinger, 1991; 

Maxfield et al., 2010; Miller & Cummins, 1992). This gendered interaction with power affects 

how male and female risk-takers are perceived. 

If women are indeed taking risks in organizations, why does a gendered perspective on risk 

(‘men take risks and women do not’) persist? Maxfield et al. (2010) identified that women taking 

risks are rendered invisible due to their “gendered socialization to ‘not brag’” and how they may, 

as a tactic of deferring attention, use “the word ‘we’ to refer to their own accomplishments” (p. 

595). The reasons for these strategies link back to the concept of hegemonic masculinity, which 

culturally reinforces and validates a specific masculine way of engaging with and being in the 

world (Eriksen, 2014a, b; Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; Eriksen, et al., 2016; Eriksen, Gill & Head, 

2010). For females in a highly masculinized, typically male role such as wildland fire, this is 

especially problematic. “If a woman chooses to violate normative expectations through role 

incongruence, she may be penalized” (Maxfield et al., 2010, p. 595). Women in typically male 
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roles are subjected to a “hyper-visibility” wherein high-profile decisions involving risk could 

attract intense criticism based on one’s “character, motives and predisposition” being called into 

question (p. 595). This criticism expands beyond the tactics and strategies surrounding the risk-

taking decision and focuses instead on the identity of the female risk-taker. 

There are also factors that support and enhance women’s risk-taking. These are also not 

without complexity, however. When women who face high-risk decisions at work access their 

networks, for example, this can be perceived as “revealing uncertainty or indecisiveness; it may 

make women appear afraid or incapable of making decisions alone” (Maxfield et al., 2010, p. 

595). This perception in turn confirms the dominant perception of rural masculinity, which 

deems rural males as “strong” and “fearless,” in opposition to the necessarily ‘weak and fearful’ 

female (Bye, 2009, p. 282). We can see that while the perception of females as being risk-averse 

is prevalent, in reality females do engage in risk-taking but engage differently, and may utilize 

different tactics and strategies to support their risk-taking than men do. Understanding this 

difference is relevant when considering how wildland firefighters’ perspectives of gender and 

decision-making may be formed. 

Wildland fire, gender, and change. 

The literature within gender research offers some evidence that change is possible. 

Pacholok (2013), in her study within the BCWS, suggested that in subcultures where women are 

more accepted as their diverse selves without enacting masculinity, there may begin to be a shift 

in the culture towards a future state where “multiple configurations of gender practice are 

celebrated” (p. 114). This change would likely be “slow and difficult because the onus is on 

those who are firmly placed within the boundaries of the institution” (p. 114). This suggestion 
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that change relating to gender in wildland fire culture would be slow and difficult is shared by 

many (Association for Fire Ecology, 2016; Eriksen, 2014a; Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; Eriksen et 

al., 2016; Pacholok, 2013). In general, the desired change has been described as a disruption of 

gender norms–which is the breaking apart of the binary where masculinity is associated with 

strength, and femininity with weakness (Eriksen, 2014a; Pacholok, 2013). The social power that 

gender has within wildland fire as a cultural norm does not render wildland firefighters 

powerless when it comes to choosing how to express their gender. There are creative choices that 

remain available, and change is possible. 

The above discussion of gender and feminism as inclusive, and the debunking of 

problematic perceptions of gender and risk-taking, lead to an understanding that change is 

possible. The literature on gender as a whole is expansive, and this section touched on the 

concepts most relevant to this inquiry. It established a definition of gender and feminism based 

on inclusiveness towards all, and especially male, persons. It also described how rural 

masculinity and hegemonic masculinities interact. It closed with a discussion of gender and risk-

taking, and possibilities for change. I move now to an exploration of the literature on leadership, 

and situate this inquiry in the broader scholarship as it relates to gender and wildland fire. 

Topic Two: Leadership. 

 This section defines leadership as it is used in this inquiry. It discusses scholarship about 

relational leadership, and explores the ways that gender may affect relational leadership within 

wildland fire.  
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Leadership defined. 

 The field of Leadership Studies is continually evolving (Jackson & Parry, 2011). 

Leadership theory spans conceptualizations of leadership that range from a non-linear systems 

thinking description of “presencing, [where leadership] arises from the highest future possibility 

that connects self and whole” (Senge et al., 2004, p. 89), to the precise “heroic” leadership which 

focuses on successfully achieving tactical objectives, traditionally taught in business school and 

militarized environments (Jackson & Parry, 2011, p. 144; Jenson & Thomas, 2016). In this 

inquiry, the subquestions about leadership involve the interrelationships between gender and 

leadership, and not simply leadership as a stand-alone entity. This focus on interrelationship 

situates the inquiry within a subsection of leadership studies concerned with the social 

construction of leadership through relationship (Gergen & Gergen, 2008; Hersted & Gergen, 

2013; Van Der Zee, Atsma & Brodbeck, 2004). In this inquiry, leadership is understood as being 

socially created through participation in processes of coordinated action (Hersted & Gergen, 

2013). By understanding leadership as a process involving interrelationships, this definition 

reflects both the interdependency between leaders and followers (Jackson & Parry, 2011; Schein, 

2013) and the capacity for swift action in response to a stimulus (Senge et al., 2004). Both of 

these underpinning elements are highly relevant to a discussion of leadership and gender within 

the wildland fire environment. I move now to a discussion of relevant literature on leadership as 

understood through social processes. 

Social processes and leadership. 

The specific conversation about social processes and leadership is rooted in the concept of 

social constructionism. A social constructionist approach to knowledge and understanding 
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identified that all meaning, even the meaning made by an individual, are made real and relevant 

through relationship with others (Gergen & Gergen, 2008). Social constructionism does not 

mean that individuals are only the sum of their social environments, but it does mean that 

processes of interrelationship are the foundation upon which individual actors, and thus 

leadership, is formed (Gergen & Gergen, 2008; Hosking, 2007). Individual experimentation and 

action based on personal growth, introspection, and creativity are possible within the individual 

leader, and yet these insights become actualized through the process of leadership as action in a 

context of interrelationships (Hersted & Gergen, 2013; Uhl-Bien & Ospina, 2012). This 

approach may appear counter-intuitive when applied to wildland fire, given the prevalence of the 

basic assumptions within the broader culture that perceive leaders as individual, rational actors, 

whose independence and power to choose are take for granted (Uhl-Bien & Ospina, 2012). 

However, there is extensive evidence that support a process, relational approach to leadership as 

being more effective in the actualization of complex tasks (Hersted & Gergen, 2013; Hosking, 

2007; Schein, 2013; Uhl-Bien & Ospina, 2012; Wheatley, 2005), even or perhaps especially in 

the hierarchical environment of wildland fire (Childs, Morris & Ingham, 2004; Ziegler & 

DeGrosky, 2008). It is worth exploring how relational leadership and complexity interact in 

order to apply this insight more fully to wildland fire. 

There is a connection between complexity, interdependence, and communication that 

indicates relational leadership as ideal for dynamic environments like wildland fire. Schein 

(2013) identified that as tasks increase in complexity, the “greater the degree of 

interdependence” required for mutual success (p. 64). Given this reinforcing relationship 

between interdependency and complexity, the need for communication based on mutual 

understanding is high (Schein, 2013). Being effective as a leader in a complex, interdependent 
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environment means “playing by the rules of a given community…[or] action loses meaning” 

(Gergen & Gergen, 2008, p. 162). Meaning is created through relationships in a system (Gergen 

& Gergen, 2008; Hosking, 2007), and “as a living system self-organizes, it develops shared 

understanding of what’s important, what’s acceptable behaviour, what actions are required, and 

how these actions will get done” (Wheatley, 2005, p. 66). There is an interrelationship between 

complexity and interdependency, which flows into the interrelationship between interdependency 

and communication. The imperative for communication is successfully achieved only if a 

process of meaning-making through relationship is undertaken, where leaders first must observe, 

and then understand and act within the norms of that relational system.  

An inability to observe those shared rules within the system has negative effects for 

leaders. Beyond communication breakdowns, if there are noticeable differences especially 

related to race or gender, then “in-group favouritism” and “out-group bias” begin to function 

(Van Der Zee et al., 2004, p. 284). This acceptance or rejection of the leader is the result of 

processes where both leader and follower identities are mutually created and validated (or, in the 

case of difference, invalidated) through repeated interactions (Jackson & Parry, 2011), also 

known as intersubjectivity (Benjamin, 2013). When leadership is situated within the processes 

where interrelationships between follower and leader are linked to identity formation and 

effective action, it becomes clear how gender hegemony, like rural masculinity, may play a 

significant factor in shaping what constitutes good leadership (Eriksen et al., 2010; Eriksen, 

2014a; Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; Eriksen et al., 2016; Pacholok, 2013) and whether leaders are 

accepted or rejected by the group. Perceptions of a leaders’ effectiveness are thus linked to their 

abilities to effectively flow through the mutually evolving social processes within the group they 

are leading, and to comply with the acceptable behaviour while also validating the identities of 
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followers by personally embodying group norms. I turn now to a discussion of the literature 

about gender and leadership in order to situate how the gender of a leader may affect the social 

processes described above. 

Gender and leadership. 

Gender has been defined for this inquiry as being co-created by all people interacting 

together in a system, and is a socially negotiated set of variables that are expressed through 

constantly changing power relations (Eriksen, 2014a; Itzin & Newman, 2001; Kimmel, Hearn, & 

Connell, 2005; Maxfield et al., 2010; Pacholok, 2013). Leadership has been defined as being 

socially created through participation in processes of coordinated action (Hersted & Gergen, 

2013). The interrelationship between gender and leadership hinges on the social processes that 

form both gender and leadership within a group. There is no consensus within leadership studies 

about the effects of gender on leadership (Adler, 1996; Holmes & Marra, 2004; Jackson & Parry, 

2011; Sinclair, 2005). However, Jackson and Parry (2011) found in their study in New Zealand 

that transformational leadership–which focuses on vision and meaning, and on transforming the 

attitudes, motivations, and subsequently behaviours of followers–is portrayed very slightly more 

by women than men, a finding that is validated by others (Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt, & van 

Engen, 2003; Eagly & Johnson, 1990; Bass & Avolio, 1994). More recently relational and 

systems thinking in leadership have been discussed in relation to female leaders, but not as sex-

dependent (Werhane & Painter-Morland, 2011). Given that this inquiry is concerned with 

gender, leadership, and wildland fire, it is necessary to explore how relational leadership may be 

perceived within wildland fire. 
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Relational leadership and female leaders. 

It has been established that power and risk are masculine concepts that traditionally 

perceive females as being less effective in utilizing power and taking risks (Fletcher, 2004; 

Groshev, 2002; Guinier, 1998; Kitzinger, 1991; Maxfield et al., 2010; Miller & Cummins, 1992). 

While this may point to an increase in relational leadership generally as being beneficial to 

female leaders, and perhaps to a “female advantage” in leadership, this is not the case (Fletcher, 

2004, p. 650). Additionally, there is evidence that relational leadership styles in women who lead 

in male-dominated workplaces result in negative mental health effects for female leaders 

(Gardiner & Tiggemann, 1999). Why might this be? Fletcher (2004) argued that “the logic of 

effectiveness underlying heroic images of leadership is a logic deeply rooted in masculine-linked 

images,” whereas the new forms of relational leadership are “associated subconsciously with 

femininity” (p. 650–1). This valuation of leadership overlays the hegemonic rural masculinity 

present in wildland fire, which enacts a binary of male/strong and female/weak within the culture 

(Eriksen et al., 2010; Pacholok, 2013). A study on emergent leadership comparing male and 

female leaders also revealed that male leaders are more likely to emerge in working groups, and 

that masculinity in leaders is associated with being “assertive, controlling, aggressive, ambitious, 

dominant, forceful, independent, self-confident, and competitive” (Berdahl, 1996, p. 23). The 

combined interrelationships between power, risk, heroic leadership, and masculinity and their 

opposition to the feminine, which is considered weak, forms a very resilient and persistent 

cultural belief system. 

 Heroic leadership has been reinforced so effectively through society more broadly and 

wildland fire cultures specifically, that even though it has been established that complex, 

interdependent environments require enhanced communication through relational approaches to 



THE WILDFIRE WITHIN                                                                                                         51 

 

 

 

leading (Schein, 2013), the resilience of heroic leadership ideals tend to persist (Fletcher, 2004). 

The literature pertaining to wildland fire identified that the cultural value placed on masculinity 

through the power relations enacted by hegemonic rural masculinity is significant (Bye, 2009; 

Connell & Messerschmidt, 2008; Desmond, 2007; Eriksen et al., 2010; Eriksen, 2014a; Eriksen 

& Waitt, 2016; Eriksen et al., 2016; Pacholok, 2013; Tyler & Fairbrother, 2013). This cultural 

valuation of masculine/strong and feminine/weak may have negative effects on the mental health 

of female leaders (Gardiner & Tiggeman, 1999); negative effects on perceived female leader 

effectiveness especially pertaining to power and risk (Fletcher, 2004; Groshev, 2002; Guinier, 

1998; Kitzinger, 1991; Maxfield et al., 2010; Miller & Cummins, 1992); and also negative 

effects on the ability of female leaders to express themselves in either masculine or feminine 

ways without experiencing intense criticism (Eriksen et al., 2016). The interrelationship between 

gender and leadership as social processes appear to create a magnifying influence.  

It is also important to note that social processes that value the masculine/strong and 

feminine/weak binary will affect both male and female leaders. However, males are inherently 

benefitting from the invisible privileges (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2008; Katz, 2012; Kimmel, 

2015; Kimmel et al, 2005) within hegemonic rural masculinities that permeate wildland fire 

(Desmond, 2007; Eriksen et al., 2010; Eriksen, 2014a; Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; Eriksen et al., 

2016; Pacholok, 2013), and this may have an insulating effect. Little research was found to 

explain the more nuanced experiences of male leaders practising feminine leadership in male-

dominated industries. Based on the literature explored in gender and leadership in this inquiry, it 

is plausible that male leaders in wildland fire who show more feminine characteristics would be 

subject to the “struggle for dominance” that occurs in the culture between various expressions of 

masculinity (Pacholok, 2013, p. 32), and that their expression of more feminine characteristics 
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may cause negative effects in the context of majority male peer groups (hooks, 2004; Katz, 

2012). It is noteworthy that valuing the feminine as weak does a disservice to both male and 

female persons in leadership, as it limits the ability of leaders to choose to express themselves in 

ways that are fully self-actualized, giving themselves and others in the social group the ability to 

access the full spectrum of qualities—both masculine and feminine.  

The challenges connected to relational leadership, and the practice of leadership in general 

within wildland fire, appear to be that gender value is so effectively enforced through power 

relations in social processes as to create little tolerance for leadership learning involving 

complexity, system thinking and relational leadership, as these are associated with femininity, 

and therefore weakness. I now move to a more detailed description of the literature specifically 

addressing wildland fire culture in order to fully situate this inquiry in the cultural context, and to 

explore the extent and limits of critical self-awareness within industry literature. 

Topic Three: Wildland Fire Culture 

 In this section I identify a definition of culture and link this to wildland fire culture 

specifically. Culture within groups, and the concept of positive deviance are explored.  I identify 

the ways in which members of the wildland fire community express and create meaning about 

wildland fire culture, and explore the extent and limits of critical self-awareness within the 

culture, specifically through key moments of crisis that cause reflection. 

Culture defined. 

Culture can be very difficult to identify as it is happening every day, everywhere around 

us. First Nations author Thomas King began his conversation about culture by way of 

storytelling, “The truth about stories is that that’s all we are” (2003, p. 2). One story about 
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culture came to me from a wise person somewhere, it might have been during my work in China, 

or in the village in West Africa where I lived, and while the storytellers’ identity has faded into 

memory, the story remains. It begins with two young fish swimming in the clear, cold waters of a 

blue sea. They swim by an older, wiser grandfather fish who says, “Good morning! How’s the 

water today?” and then swims on by. The two young fish smiled at the old fish, and said their 

good mornings in return. When the old fish was out of earshot one young fish turned to the other 

and asked, “what’s water?” Stories are not trivial, in fact, “once a story is told, it cannot be called 

back…So you have to be careful with the stories you tell. And you have to watch out for the 

stories you are told” (King, 2003, p. 10). Much of what constitutes culture within wildland fire is 

stories told on the tailgates of pick-up trucks at staging areas where firefighters meet at the 

beginning and end of the day, or while leaning on a handtool in the ashy dust of a burned forest. I 

share my story, and King’s (2003) way of thinking about culture in stories, as a way of lending 

credibility to the normalized patterns of everyday life that can become so apparently benign as to 

be invisible. Culture has power because it operates beyond the scope of our awareness (Schein, 

2010). I turn now to a brief exploration of academic literature about culture, and situate this 

within organizational culture, and wildland fire. 

 Within the context of this inquiry, I utilized a definition of culture as a “pattern of shared 

basic assumptions learned by a group as it solved its problems of external adaptation and internal 

integration” (Schein, 2010, p. 18). These patterns have been referred to elsewhere in the 

literature, more or less interchangeably, as frames, tools, lenses, orientations, perspectives, and 

mental models (Boleman & Deal, 2013; Senge, 2006). The importance of identifying these 

patterns is both in the naming of the phenomena, but perhaps more importantly to understand 

how they function. Boleman and Deal (2013) identified that frames and mental models function 
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as a form of map that prime rapid decision-making by “matching situational cues with a well-

learned mental framework” (p. 11). The frame, or pattern is not a static belief system or a list of 

values, but instead a process for “how we understand the world and how we take action” (Senge, 

2006, p. 8). It is through action that these patterns are validated over time, and are taught as the 

way to think, feel, and be in relation to the problems of everyday life within that group (Schein, 

2010). These frames and mental models are elements within a given culture. Culture can be 

understood through three aspects: artefacts, which are visible items, structures, and processes, 

including observed behaviour; “espoused beliefs and values”, which include ideologies and the 

ways actions are explained; and, “basic underlying assumptions,” which are unconscious 

(Schein, 2010, p. 24). It is important to note that culture is a relational, iterative process. 

The process of culture formation is fraught with dialogic iterations. Individual sense-

making forms assumptions, which are then confirmed or disconfirmed by the group through an 

iterative process of self-understanding through relationship with others that creates culture 

(Schein, 2010). This relationship is contested, meaning that in some conceptualizations culture 

has a more powerful effect over the individual (Schein, 2010; Syvantek & Brown, 2000; 

Weisbord, 2012) and for others, the power of an individual actor may create profound 

significance in the context of culture (Jetten & Hornsey, 2010; Marsh et al., 2004; Morton, 

2010). On one hand, there is the belief that if change is possible, the behaviour of all components 

of the system in question must change (Syvantek & Brown, 2000), and on the other there is a 

growing interest in what has been called “positive deviance” (Marsh et al., 2004), an adaptive 

function embodied in the “rebels” within the group (Jetten & Hornsey, 2010). I will explore the 

concept of positive deviance briefly before linking my discussion of culture to wildland fire. 
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Positive deviance. 

The term deviance has negative connotations traditionally, and there is a commonly held 

perspective that the behaviour of groups is to a large extent focused on suppressing deviance 

(Jetten & Hornsey, 2010). Proponents of positive deviance acknowledge that within groups the 

movement towards homogeneity is the strongest, but argue that deviance has been overlooked 

for its generative potential for positive change (Jetten & Horney, 2010; Marsh et al., 2004; 

Morton, 2010). “Indeed, social change would not be possible if there were no rebels and 

deviants: groups need deviance to move forward” (Jetten & Horney, 2010, p. 6). Deviance in this 

sense encompasses independent, creative thinking. Marsh et al. (2004) define positive deviance 

as “the observation that in most settings a few at-risk individuals follow uncommon, beneficial 

practices and consequently experience better outcomes than their neighbours who share similar 

risks” (p. 1177). Their study, which focused on positive deviance in an international health 

environment, found that the key limiting factor in operationalizing the insights from positive 

deviants lay in identifying these “uncommon” role models within the community, and cite that 

positive deviants make up between 1–10% of a given community (p. 1178). Cultivating an 

understanding of deviance as one of the positive forces for change leads to a discussion about 

elements that limit self-expression of deviants within a group, and consequently limit adaptive 

potential.  

It is important to pay attention to the way that culture is affected by power relations. 

Morton (2010) identified that power and status are significant limiting factors within a group’s 

culture. This implies the need for an analysis of culture from within critical theories, such as 

feminism or gender theory, to avoid a power-blind perspective that would render cultural power 

relations, like gender, invisible (Tyler & Fairbrother, 2013). Morton (2010) also engaged the 
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assumption that deviants are exhibiting a low commitment to the group, and identified that “they 

may instead be operating as a highly committed group member…[who] recognise[s] the strategic 

value of deviance when it contributes to the broader objectives of the group” (p. 100). When 

positive deviance is understood as an adaptive trait, and the expression of deviance that counters 

group norms is seen as a strategic bid for cultural change, then a degree of flexibility and an 

enhanced possibility for change is introduced into the iterative, relational formation of culture.  

The concept of positive deviance is an important precursor for a discussion about wildland 

fire culture. I explore the scope and limits of self-reflection within wildland fire communities. 

Wildland fire culture and self-reflection. 

Research on gender and wildland fire has described a culture that is based on hegemonic 

masculinity, and specifically rural masculinity enforced via power through social relations and 

processes (Bye, 2009; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2008; Desmond, 2007; Eriksen et al., 2010; 

Eriksen, 2014a; Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; Eriksen et al., 2016; Pacholok, 2013; Tyler & 

Fairbrother, 2013). It is important to consider the evidence of self-reflection within the culture of 

the wildland fire community. Of equal importance is to consider whether it is wildland fire 

culture or cultures that are the focal point of this inquiry. There is evidence of some cultural self-

reflection, yet there is not a meaningful body of literature that supports a professional culture, 

irrespective of agency or national subcultures.  

Wildland fire cultures? 

Conflating one specific wildland fire community with all wildland fire culture may obscure 

local subcultures. Pacholok’s (2013) study on gender based in British Columbia found that 

wildland firefighters in the BCWS “associated excessive masculinity with lack of intelligence 
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[and] attributed both to their American counterparts, from whom they distanced themselves” (p. 

46). One participant identified “fundamental differences” between Canadian and American 

wildland firefighters that were based on experience, training, and a safety consciousness, and 

portrayed American wildland firefighters as “hypermasculine, with a reckless disregard for 

safety” (p. 46). Canadian wildland firefighters in her study undertook “the construction of more 

socially progressive, caring, and safety-conscious firefighters” and contrasted this with what they 

perceived in their American counterparts (p. 47). However, Pacholok (2013) concluded that in 

the wake of the crises she was studying, the firefighters in her study did not “redefine their 

gender practices in ways that entirely dispensed with hegemonic masculinity” (p. 117). 

Ultimately, in practice they demonstrated that “firefighting is a man’s game” (p. 116). For 

firefighters in Pacholok’s (2013) study, the benefits of situating themselves within hegemonic 

masculinity outweighed the perceived cost of giving up their privilege.  

Given that this inquiry is situated within the BCWS, it is important to demonstrate that 

nuanced differences in culture within wildland fire have been shown to exist among wildland 

firefighters. However, research on gender in wildland fire has also shown that hegemonic 

masculinity is ubiquitous in the wildland fire communities that have participated in gender 

research studies to date (Association for Fire Ecology, 2016; Desmond, 2007; Eriksen et al., 

2010; Eriksen, 2014a, b; Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; Eriksen et al., 2016; Pacholok, 2013). 

Therefore, it serves this inquiry on gender and leadership in wildland fire to focus on the 

common cultural production of hegemonic masculinity, which will be based in specific “place-

based firefighting masculinit[ies]” (Eriksen & Waitt, 2016, p. 1).  It is important to keep in mind 

that nuances in subcultures both within wildland fire agencies and locally between wildland fire 

bases and crews will continue to modify cultural norms to an extent.  
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Wildland fire culture: A firefighter’s definition. 

Wildland firefighters describe their own culture in stark terms. In Chapter One I introduced 

Travis Dotson’s description of wildland fire culture as, “a combination of 

Frontier/Pioneer/Cowboy and Military culture” (T. Dotson, personal communication, January 4, 

2017). Orcasitas (2016) opened her blog post with the gendered epithet: “Don’t be that guy.” The 

list of behaviours to avoid is long, and focused on fireline task-related mistakes like setting 

yourself on fire with a handheld drip torch, breaking a hand tool used for digging fire guard, 

improperly operating a water pump, and falling asleep on a hot spot (Orcasitas, 2016). She 

structured her post with a list of things to avoid as a way of defining what bad wildland 

firefighters might do, and then a series of statements that positively identify what ‘good’ 

wildland firefighters do. The imagery is intense and vivid, and the piece is structured in staccato 

bursts of phrases, as if to mimic the colloquial way of communicating on the fireline, i.e., in 

short, purposeful sentences. Both Doston (2017) and Orcasitas (2016) use mythic language as a 

means of explaining what wildland fire culture is. It is implied in Orcasitas’ (2016) blog post that 

firefighters sleep on steep hillsides in dugout flat spots; carry hundreds of pounds even if there is 

a more efficient way available just to prove they can; they are always on time; they run hills and 

are never last; and they chew tobacco. The mythic, eternally fit, masculine ideal that Orcasitas 

(2016) described is echoed in the “Frontier/Pioneer/Cowboy” imagery that Doston (2017) 

identified (personal communication, January 4, 2017).  

For the purposes of this inquiry, I articulate a firefighters’ definition of wildland fire 

culture based on the insights available from within the community, as an addition to the 

descriptions of culture from within the academic literature already explored in Topics One and 

Two of this chapter. Wildland fire culture is a process enacted through competition, self-reliance, 
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and skill where bonds are created amongst independent individuals through mutual experiences 

of physical, mental, and emotional hardship that configure wildland firefighters in a heroic, 

masculinized ideal. This does not mean that all wildland firefighters agree with this heroic, 

masculinized ideal, but it does mean that they negotiate this ideal as they interact within wildland 

fire culture in everyday work.  

The following section contains an exploration of self-reflection about culture, as it relates 

to gender in literature, from within the wildland fire community.  

Self-reflection. 

Learning about gender and culture has recently been the topic of conversation in the 

Wildland Fire Lessons Learned Centre (www.wildfirelessons.net) online quarterly publication, 

Two More Chains. Dotson (2016) wrote in his controversial article We Are The Problem, “I am 

ashamed of our culture regarding women” and estimated that if you are a male firefighter, 

“chances are you fall short” on showing duty and respect towards females (p. 2). It appeared that 

he anticipated significant resistance in his male readership: “a bunch of blindly privileged 

whiners who vie for victim status every time a female is hired” (p. 2). In the following issue of 

Two More Chains, the conversation about culture, gender and bias further evolved. Carroll 

(2016) wrote, “we cannot meaningfully address bias in our wildland fire culture by simply 

judging bias as good or bad. Rather, we must bring it up from the hidden depths to the surface so 

that we can openly examine its effects on our decisions and actions” (p. 8). He employed 

Pupilidy’s (2015) metaphor of a buoy, line, and anchor to visually represent Schein’s (2010) 

description of culture as artefacts (buoy), espoused values (line), and hidden assumptions 

(anchor). Carroll (2016) brought this concept to the Two More Chains readership by adapting the 

metaphor to include a lobster trap at the end of the line rather than an anchor, and stated “moving 
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the buoy without addressing the trap is not meaningful change at all” (p. 8). The conversation 

about gender and culture is occurring among some wildland firefighters, yet the response to this 

self-reflection was considerably mixed.  

One letter addressed Dotson’s (Summer 2016) article based on the opinion of several male 

leaders who felt that they did not discriminate based on gender, and that Dotson’s perspectives 

misrepresented male firefighters: “We are proud to see our female firefighting teammates move 

onto successful careers in the wildland fire environment” (C. Finch, email letter to the editor, 

Two More Chains, 2016). The majority of letters that were published contained opinions that the 

conversation was relevant and necessary (Two More Chains, Fall 2016). The recent dialogue 

within the Two More Chains readership is evidence of self-reflection within the wildland fire 

community about gender and culture, and is bringing some academic concepts about culture 

(Schein, 2010) into a colloquial terminology that is accessible to non-academic readers. In 

addition to the conversation initiated by the Wildland Fire Lessons Learned Center, there are the 

incident investigation processes where culture is examined in the context of a crisis.  

 Incident investigations are another key source of data available from within wildland fire 

industry literature. Pacholok (2013) identified how moments of crisis in wildland fire “enable us 

to ‘see’ better how social life is organized” and linked the enhanced visibility of social processes 

in the midst of crisis to “possibilities for change” (pp. 12–13). The USFS is pioneering a new 

approach to incident investigation that has facilitated the shift from “finding cause to 

sensemaking and learning” (Pupilidy, 2015, p. 4). The shift from causal investigations in the 

USFS was in part based on a growing self-awareness of the process by which investigative teams 

made sense of actions (Pupilidy, 2015). A key insight gained through self-awareness was that 

“facts, narratives, and conclusions are often the result of imagined cause-effect relationships” 
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and that this approach of laying blame based on causality created collateral damage (p. 52). 

These insights represented critical cultural self-reflection, as individuals and groups within the 

culture become aware of their own frames and mental models about the way things are (Boleman 

& Deal, 2013; Senge, 2006). This in turn enabled a deeper questioning about cultural artefacts 

such as investigation processes, and also about espoused values and deeply held assumptions 

(Pupilidy, 2015; Schein, 2010). This heightened awareness of dissonance enabled the complexity 

that had previously been marginalized to emerge, and the continuously evolving social processes 

that form action were seen increasingly through a systems thinking approach. This resulted in the 

investigation process changing to one focused on sensemaking (Pupilidy, 2015). This emergent 

concept is worth exploring further. 

Sensemaking and gender in wildland fire culture. 

Sensemaking has been defined as “a developing set of ideas with explanatory possibilities” 

(Weick, 1995, p. xi). Pupilidy (2015) adapted this into the wildland fire community by 

describing it as a context-dependent social process of making meaning from dynamic, evolving 

events. Sensemaking is a process that happens both in real time and retroactively. What is 

curious about this emergent thinking from within wildland fire is that the current 

conceptualization of sensemaking very closely echoes the social processes by which gender, 

leadership, and culture are formed. Sensemaking, as a method for understanding actions and 

outcomes, may reveal cultural norms that were previously hidden from awareness. It is possible 

that Carroll (2016), Pupilidy (2015) and Dotson (2016) represent the 1-10% that are the rebels, 

role models, or positive deviants (Jetten & Horney, 2010; Marsh et al., 2004) who may have 

adapted an approach to understanding culture that will create systems change. Currently, 
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sensemaking within wildland fire is being applied exclusively to incident investigation processes 

on fatality wildland fire incidents. It is perhaps too early in the emergent process to be able to 

identify whether fatalities, as unintended outcomes in wildland fire, are being reduced as a result 

of this shift in approach to incident investigations. It also remains to be seen whether 

sensemaking will expand beyond fireline fatalities to address unintended outcomes in other areas 

of the profession, such as sexual harassment and gender discrimination. It is possible that 

investigations into sexual misconduct could adopt a sensemaking, rather than punitive, approach, 

and that this approach may reveal why actions and outcomes ‘make sense’ to those involved 

based on the current cultural norms. This increase in awareness about cultural norms may in turn 

create the conditions for cultural change.  

Wildland fire culture: Learning in crisis, or a crisis in learning? 

There are identified limits to the success of positive deviance by the individual or groups 

within a broader system, in becoming a new norm within a system.  For culture to change, group 

behaviour within the system must change (Schein, 2010; Syvantek & Brown, 2000; Weisbord, 

2012). Pacholok (2013) found that moments of crisis within wildland fire did not significantly 

shift the culture of hegemonic masculinity, even when dissonance within the narrative supporting 

hegemonic masculinity was significant. Is wildland fire culture learning in crisis, or is wildland 

fire culture experiencing a crisis in learning? Evidence within the industry supports the presence 

of critical cultural self-reflection when unintended outcomes like fatalities and gender 

discrimination and sexual harassment surface (Carroll, 2016; Dotson, 2016; Pupilidy, 2015), and 

also that cultural change related to gender in wildland fire has not yet significantly materialized 

(Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; Pacholok, 2013). Cultural learning within a complex system is possible 
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(Senge, 2006; Wheatley, 1995, 2005), but is it plausible? The current experiment with 

sensemaking and organizational learning is yet to be determined. In regards to gender within the 

wildland fire, the immediate future actions of wildland firefighters, fire management, and 

cultural change leaders within wildland fire will determine the answer to that pressing question.  

Literature review key concepts.  

This chapter has presented a literature review that synthesized the theoretical perspectives 

and recent research in both academic and industry-based writing on the topics relevant to this 

inquiry. It supported and provided context for the main research question posed by this inquiry: 

“How might understanding gender and leadership support excellence in the British Columbia 

Wildfire Service?”  By exploring three main topics (gender, leadership, and wildland fire 

culture), it established definitions for the key concepts of gender, hegemony, leadership, and 

culture. It also formulated an emergent firefighters’ definition of wildland fire culture. These 

definitions are listed here: 

1. Gender is understood as being co-created by all people interacting together in a 

system, and is a socially negotiated set of variables that are expressed through 

constantly changing power relations (Eriksen, 2014a; Itzin & Newman, 2001; 

Kimmel, Hearn, & Connell, 2005; Maxfield, Shapiro, Gupta, & Hass, 2010; 

Pacholok, 2013). 

2. Hegemony is the way that power relations are organized and maintained based on 

dominance not purely via coercive force, but through “cultural consent, discursive 

centrality, institutionalisation, and the subordination and marginalization of 

alternatives” (Eriksen, 2014a, p. 7). 
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3. Leadership is understood as being socially created through participation in 

processes of coordinated action (Hersted & Gergen, 2013). 

4. Culture is a “pattern of shared basic assumptions learned by a group as it solved its 

problems of external adaptation and internal integration” (Schein, 2010, p. 18). 

5. Wildland fire culture is a process enacted through competition, self-reliance, and 

skill where bonds are created amongst independent individuals through mutual 

experiences of physical, mental, and emotional hardship that configure wildland 

firefighters in a heroic, masculinized ideal. 

This inquiry is situated within literature that views gender, leadership, and culture as 

relational processes. It identified the ways that the interrelationships between these social 

processes enhance the hegemonic masculinity present in wildland fire culture. Relational 

leadership and heroic leadership were examined in the context of gender and the power relations 

of hegemonic masculinity. The chapter then identified industry-related literature on gender and 

culture, and described how wildland fire culture is currently exploring self-reflection related to 

these topics. The concept of positive deviance is linked into emergent self-reflection, and the 

potential for cultural change. The pressing question facing the wildland fire profession is to 

choose to continue with emergent self-reflective processes that may lead to cultural change 

related to gender, or to continue with the status quo.  

 Chapter Three describes the methodology utilized in this inquiry to examine the 

possibility for change by asking, “How might understanding gender and leadership support 

excellence in the British Columbia Wildfire Service?”. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

 

This chapter explains the research methodology that I utilized in undertaking this inquiry. It 

situates the chosen methodology and approaches in the literature as well as in the culture of the 

organization where this inquiry took place. Then, it describes the project participants, including 

sampling methods and inclusion criteria. The data collection methods are situated in the literature 

on qualitative research, and the steps I undertook to complete the research are clearly articulated. 

I then explain how I analyzed the data, and address the strategies used to ensure validity and 

trustworthiness. Finally, I engage in a discussion about the ethical issues associated with this 

inquiry. 

 My research aim was to facilitate a conversation about the experience of gender and 

leadership within BCWS. The research question I sought to ask, in affiliation with the BCWS 

and in support of the BCWS strategic goal to achieve excellence, was “How might understanding 

gender and leadership support excellence in the British Columbia Wildfire Service?”  As a 

reminder to the reader, the subquestions to support this were: 

1. What are the specific experiences of gender and leadership among wildland firefighters in 

the BCWS? 

2. What stories of excellence about gender and leadership do wildland firefighters in the 

BCWS share?  

3. What opportunities for growth in understanding gender and leadership exist within the 

BCWS? 

4. What steps might be taken to support gender-responsive leadership in the BCWS? 
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These questions were explored through methodology and methods explained in greater detail in 

the sections that follow. 

Inquiry Project Methodology 

This inquiry is situated within the field of qualitative research. Qualitative research has 

been defined broadly as referring to a wide variety of research approaches that study social life, 

and primarily focus on information in the form of texts that document the human experience in 

“social action and reflexive states” (Saldana, J., Leavy, P., Beretvas, N., 2011, pp. 4). The more 

specific methodological approach to this study was a feminist appreciative approach to Action 

Research (AR). Each element of this approach will be described below.  

Action Research 

Stringer (2014) defined AR as “a collaborative approach to inquiry or investigation that 

provides people with the means to take systematic action to resolve specific problems” (p. 8). 

AR may also have “rich and profound theorizing” and academic outputs, but is primarily useful 

as a “practical tool for developing solutions to problems experienced by stakeholders in the 

context” of the community being studied (Stringer, 2014, p. 10). AR is a methodology designed 

to engage participants in a dynamic and collaborative approach to complex problem solving with 

enhanced ownership, and therefore enhanced possibility for change (Coghlan & Brannick, 2005; 

Reitsma-Street & Brown, 2004; Stringer, 2014). AR operates within a set of social values and 

expectations. Stringer (2014) identified that any AR project should meet the criteria of being 

“democratic, equitable, liberating, and life enhancing” (pp. 14–15). Traditional AR provides a 

“simple yet powerful” framework based on “look, think, act” that is expressed through planning, 

implementing, and evaluating change (Stringer, 2014, pp. 8–9). However, as will be described 
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subsequently, the full AR process that includes implementation and evaluation was not possible 

within the scope and limitations of this project. 

AR is both “grounded in the culture and values of the social group whose members are 

both participants…and researchers” (Somekh, 1995, p. 342) and also expected to conform to 

certain social values (Stringer, 2014). Wildland fire operates within an incident command 

environment, and is not democratic in decision-making processes. To my knowledge, The 

Wildfire Within is the first AR project undertaken on gender within the wildland fire profession 

globally. In addition, as a female wildland firefighter undertaking a research project on gender 

and leadership from within an organization, I may be expressing positive deviance (Jetten & 

Horney, 2010; Marsh et al., 2004; Morton, 2010), but this is still deviance nonetheless. 

Therefore, my capacity to enact the “act” or change step of the full AR process in this inquiry 

project was limited by my positional authority as an Initial Attack crewleader, and my informal 

influence. As a means of moderating the AR process to fit within the contextual limits of this 

inquiry, I utilized an Action Research Engagement (ARE) model.  

Action Research Engagement model. 

The Action Research Engagement model (ARE) is an adaptation within the AR framework 

that focuses on creating organizational readiness for change (Rowe, Graf, Agger-Gupta, Piggot-

Irvine, & Harris, 2013). It is based on research that inquired into the effectiveness of 

organizational change, and identified that the readiness of organizational members to shift 

beliefs, attitudes, and intentions was key to facilitating successful organizational change 

(Armenakis, Harris & Mossholder, 1993; Rowe et al., 2013). The ARE model in this inquiry 

focused on creating dialogue in preparation for organizational change, and presented the findings 
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from this inquiry (chapters four and five in this thesis) to support the organization in completing 

the action step of the full AR process (Rowe et al., 2013). ARE is an appropriate fit for an 

inquiry into gender and leadership within wildland fire, because “the grounding of a change 

initiative in early stage elements of thoughtful inquiry, collaboration, dialogue and reflection 

often mitigates resistance and enhances progress” (Rowe et al., 2013, p. 7). Given that gender 

within wildland fire has been shown to be resistant to change (Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; Pacholok, 

2013), it is especially relevant to spend additional time as part of an AR process in identifying 

how members in the organization think, feel, and respond to the topic of the inquiry (Rowe et al., 

2013). In addition to modifying the traditional approach to AR through engaging an ARE model, 

I utilized a feminist appreciative approach to AR. 

A feminist appreciative approach to AR is an approach that is critical of the social order in 

keeping with the critical theory roots of feminism, by seeing power relations in social processes 

such as gender, leadership, and culture (Haraway, 1991; Harding, 1987; hooks, 2000). It also 

seeks to imagine how people may work together to co-create the best of what is possible (Bushe, 

1998, 2005, 2012; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). Both the feminist and appreciative approaches 

utilized in this inquiry are described in more detail below.  

Feminist approach to AR. 

Feminism has been defined in a way that is inclusive of all people, including male persons. 

For this inquiry, I am using hooks’ (2000) definition, which is that feminism “is a movement to 

end sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression” (p. viii). It is inclusive of all people, and seeks 

to understand and transform processes of domination (sexism) rather than create enemies out of a 

specific group of people (men). Feminist approaches to research are focused on critically 
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engaging with the power relations and systems of domination in a given social group by 

understanding the multiple perspectives possible within that group (Gergen, 2001; Haraway, 

1991; Harding, 1987; Hesse-Biber, 2012; Taylor, 1998). I am both a wildland firefighter in 

leadership position on a crew, and a gender researcher, and so I consciously considered my own 

“embodied subjectivity” as a member of the group being studied (Wolf, 1996, p. 13). This meant 

that my own position was made visible, and that as part of the inquiry I analyzed how my power, 

social status, gender, race, sexuality, class and other identifiers might have affected the inquiry. 

The concept used to describe the different ways membership in a group may be 

experienced based on power relations and social processes in that group, has been described as 

standpoints. Standpoints are the socially embedded perspectives of both participant and 

researcher (Gergen, 2001; Haraway, 1991; Harding, 1987; Hesse-Biber, 2012; Taylor, 1998). 

The social position of a person or group within the whole “make[s] possible and delimit[s] 

knowledge” (Polhaus, 2002, p. 285). Research is a way of producing knowledge, and the social 

position of the researcher will affect what information and knowledge is accessible to the 

researcher (Polhaus, 2002). Additionally, cultivating an awareness of standpoints within the 

social order is relevant to the highly structured organizational context of the BCWS. Each 

participant’s standpoint within the incident command system and crew hierarchies revealed a 

different set of knowledge about the whole system. Engaging multiple standpoints is also a 

requisite for systems thinking (Weisbord, 2012). Golafshani (2003) suggested that engaging 

multiple standpoints through the use of multiple methods “will lead to more valid, reliable and 

diverse construction of realities” (p. 604). While there is no one feminist approach to research 

(Harding, 1987; Pacholok, 2013), the key insights from feminist theory that I am utilizing in this 

inquiry are the necessity of engaging the standpoints of both researcher and participants, and to 
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critically engage with power relations in social processes that support patterns of domination, 

such as sexism.  

Appreciative approach to AR. 

I utilized an appreciative approach to AR in order to create meaning through research that 

will support positive change. Appreciative inquiry is a method of AR that helps organizations 

create “new, generative images for themselves” through a four-stage process (Bushe, 1998, p. 

41). This four-stage process of appreciative inquiry consists of:  

1. Grounded observation to identify the best of what is 

2. Vision and logic to identify ideals of what might be 

3. Collaborative dialogue and choice to achieve consent about what should be 

4. Collective experimentation to discover what can be (Bushe, 2012, p.12). 

It was beyond the scope of this project to engage in the full appreciative inquiry process. 

However, by grounding the inquiry in collective, open conversation about gender, meaning was 

created in the context of community problem-solving. This approach enabled an increased 

engagement by community members (Gergen & Gergen, 2008). An appreciative approach also 

envisioned organizations and their internal challenges not as “problems to be solved” but rather 

“as a solution designed in its own time to meet a challenge or satisfy a need of society,” and took 

a positive, strengths-based stance towards organizational change (Cooperrider and Whitney, 

2005, p. 1). In this project, my approach began with the recognition that “[we] create our world 

in what we do together,” and that as a result, blame was neither useful nor necessary (Efran, 

McNamee, Warren, & Raskin, 2014, p. 11). In this inquiry, seeing power relations and patterns 
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of domination was not the end state. Instead the conversation included the possibility of building 

on this system-wide self-awareness towards positive change.  

Feminist theory and appreciative inquiry collide. 

The incompatibility of appreciative approaches with issues concerning justice has been 

discussed in the literature. Bushe (2012) identified that criticism of appreciative inquiry 

challenge its focus on “the positive” to the point of being blind to realities that may include 

oppression. As a result, it may invalidate those within a system who have negative experiences, 

further disempowering them; and finally, that it may reinforce a polarization between dark and 

light, negative and positive, as mutually exclusive. The response to these criticisms is to re-frame 

perceptions of dark and light, by asking “It is possible to inquire into distress in a way that 

elevates and activates positive action?” (Bushe, 2012, p. 16). Another way of stating this is to say 

that “human systems mobilize energy toward what they dream or imagine” (Johnson, 2013, p. 

191), and therefore appreciative inquiry is shaping a positive future, but not necessarily denying 

a negative past or present. If practitioners can succeed in being “intentionally artful in working 

with and supporting the shadow as a design element [it is possible to] use the shadow in service 

of the noblest aspirations and highest human purposes in the organization” (Johnson, 2013, p. 

192). I undertook gender research from an appreciative approach even with documented gender 

discrimination within the wildland fire community (Association for Fire Ecology, 2016; Eriksen, 

2014a, b; Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; Eriksen et al., 2016; Pacholok, 2013). As an appreciative 

inquirer, I sought to engage in “creative transcendence” (Johnson, 2013, p. 192). This meant 

recognizing the shadow as an important element and working with it. 
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Feminist theory has identified that the voices of males must be heard, and that there is a 

place for all people—sexist people included—in the vision of a transformative future free from 

domination and oppression (hooks, 2000, 2004; Katz, 2012; Kimmel, 2015; Kimmel et al., 

2005). This does not mean that the shadow is called forth and then projected into the future as an 

ideal state. Within Johnson’s (2013) conceptualization, the action researcher and appreciative 

inquirer must bring “the mind of the social scientist, the heart of a lover, the eye of the artist, and 

the soul of a shaman to the work” (p. 193). This is truly the work of deep personal and 

organizational transformation.  

It is clear that for a positive future to transpire for both males and females, the social 

processes of sexism, domination, and oppression based on gender must be engaged with 

critically, yet without increasing the blame and shame being experienced by people in highly 

gendered systems (hooks, 2000, 2004). There is a special challenge facing gender researchers 

who strive to engage males in the dialogue, and to reveal to them both the invisible benefits they 

are experiencing and to compassionately engage with the invisible harm they often suffer on the 

path to becoming men (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2008; Katz, 2012; Kimmel, 2015; Kimmel et 

al, 2005). Bushe (2012) identified that critical theory excels at providing “academics with lots of 

fodder for admonishing others on how they should and shouldn’t see the world, often in a 

language that your average manager wouldn’t understand” (p. 14). He questioned whether 

examples of positive organizational change have resulted from critical-theory-based 

interventions (p. 14). My answer to this is a feminist appreciative approach to AR.  

I cannot ignore the need for critical theory when faced with the evidence of gender 

discrimination within wildland fire (Association for Fire Ecology, 2016; Eriksen, 2014a, b; 

Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; Eriksen et al., 2016; Pacholok, 2013), but neither can I ignore the soulful 
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work of providing space for dialogue that is truly safe for the expression of both light and 

shadow, and the ultimate challenge of transforming that dialogic energy into positive 

organizational change. I do not believe that a critical feminist theory approach and an 

appreciative approach are exclusive to one another. In fact, feminism, in the way it is understood 

within this project (hooks, 2000, 2004), supported the work of appreciative inquiry in truly 

getting at the heart of the matter in this inquiry. 

To summarize, in undertaking this inquiry I utilized a feminist appreciative approach to 

AR, and specifically, followed the ARE model with a focus on creating organizational readiness 

for change through dialogue. This approach made it possible to see gender relations, including 

hegemonic masculinity, and also to refrain from placing blame, because culture is created 

through relational processes (Schein, 2010) and not by a singular group of people upon whose 

shoulders the blame for problematic cultural norms should be placed. Engaging in generative, 

blame-free conversations towards a more inclusive future for the wildland fire community 

required that every standpoint to be identified, respected, and given space without shame or 

blame.  

Inquiry Team 

 An inquiry team is a select group of individuals who collaborate to undertake an AR 

project, and this team usually includes the lead researcher and several others from within the 

organization or community (Rowe et al., 2013, p. 23). I selected the inquiry team for this project 

based on criteria of inclusion involving holding positions of trust relative to the organization, 

occupying diverse standpoints, having interest in participating, and the capability and willingness 

to discuss and/or implement organizational culture change. In choosing “capability” as a 

criterion for inclusion in the inquiry team, this required that team members both understand, and 
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for the duration of their role, embody, values relating to an appreciative feminist stance to AR. 

All inquiry team members signed the letter of agreement and confidentiality agreement, to this 

effect (see Appendix A: Inquiry Team Member Letter of Agreement).  

Inquiry team members possessed both the imagination and the sensibility to reflect upon 

the data and see “the best in us, capturing our heart’s yearning and our spirit’s intent…lead[ing] 

to developmental transitions” as they assisted with the project (Bushe, 1998, p. 41). Similarly, 

team members respected the diverse standpoints that were represented in the data.  This included 

cultivating an awareness of the ways that knowledge is produced within a system, how we are 

empowered as representatives and “collective subjects,” and that creating knowledge through 

research is a process of “contingent, fragile, (re)construction/transformation of these complex 

subject positions” (Hartsock, 1998, p. 408). Embodying the ability to create nonjudgemental 

space and cultivate trust were focal points of this team.  

Members of the inquiry team were Ryan Chapman, Strategic Planning Officer, former unit 

crew supervisor, and New Recruit Boot Camp chair; Andy Low, Wildfire Preparedness Officer 

and former rappel crew leader; Brandi Burns, Safety and Training Officer, and New Recruit Boot 

Camp chair, former unit crew member and initial attack crew leader; and Kayla Pepper, Fire 

Information, and Communications Officer, who transitioned mid-way through the inquiry project 

into the Red Cross, and is now a Community Planning and Response Coordinator. Three out of 

four inquiry team members have extensive wildland fire crew experience, and crew leadership 

experience on three of the four types of crew configurations utilized within the BCWS (unit 

crew, initial attack, and rappel). They are all proactively engaged in thinking about 

organizational change. Ryan Chapman undertook his M.A. in Business at Royal Roads 

University, and conducted his final project on recruitment and retention within the BCWS, and 
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was an invaluable resource in navigating organizational norms whilst doing research. The 

inquiry team engaged in pilot testing questions in data collection methods, provided suggestions 

for industry-related literature, reviewed data from the survey method to assist in refining the 

themes in my initial data analysis coding, and provided analytic memos to me about their 

perspectives on the project findings in the final stages of data analysis.  

Project Participants                                                                                                                         

I selected participants based on varying criteria for each method to engage a depth and 

breadth of perspectives, in keeping with a feminist appreciative approach to AR that valued 

inclusivity and collaboration (Coghlan & Brannick, 2005; Stringer, 2014), and diverse 

standpoints and ways of knowing (Gergen, 2001; Haraway, 1991; Harding, 1987; Hartsock, 

1998; Hesse-Biber, 2012; Taylor, 1998). The inclusion criteria for the Thoughtexchange™ 

survey was contingent upon being an active employee of the BCWS and having access to email 

(population=1645). The Thoughtexchange™ survey included two rounds of data collection 

where participants (total n=240) engaged in anonymous, online open dialogue about gender and 

leadership. In the first round (July 13–31, 2016, n=104), participants shared original thoughts in 

response to questions, and in the second round (August 8–29, 2016, n=199), participants were 

able to rank all the thoughts that had been shared in the first round. Out of the total participants 

(n=240), there were 41 participants who only shared in the first round; 136 participants who only 

assigned stars in round two; and 63 participants who both shared in round one and starred in 

round two. Participants could star thoughts in round two even if they chose not to share any 

original thoughts of their own in round one. Additionally, specific thoughts cannot be linked to a 

participant nor is it possible to ascertain which specific participants starred which thoughts. 
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Three types of participant demographics were collected in both rounds of the 

Thoughtexchange™: gender, tenure, and crew or non-crew. See Figures Five through Seven.  

 

Figure Five–Thoughtexchange™ Participant Gender. 

In addition to the overall gender demographics represented in Figure Five (female=127, 

male=146, transgendered/Two-spirited=1, unidentified=7), participant gender differed between 

round one and two of the Thoughtexchange™. In round one, 49 females shared 307 thoughts, 

and in round two 81 females assigned 10,193 stars. In round one, 54 males shared 322 thoughts, 

and in round two, 111 males assigned 14,166 stars. The average female participant shared 6.3 

thoughts, and assigned 125.8 stars. The average male participant shared 6.0 thoughts, and 

assigned 127.6 stars. There was an increase in numbers of participants from both genders 

between round one and round two (female +32, male +57). In round one, males and females 

shared approximately equally (male=54, female=49) and in round two, more males participated 

than females (male=111, female=81). Additionally, 21 female participants only shared thoughts 

in round one; 53 only participated in star; and 28 participated in both share and star. For male 
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participants, 19 only shared thoughts in round one; 76 only starred thoughts in round two; and 35 

participated in both round one and two. Both round one and round two were inclusive of all 

BCWS employees, utilizing the same email list. Participants from both rounds self-selected to 

participate from within a population that is male-dominated (total n=1645, female=424, 

male=1221). Taking into consideration the total population and gender, females shared a 

disproportionately greater amount than males, which may have affected findings. 

 

Figure Six–Thoughtexchange™ Participant Positionality. 

The demographics that are visually represented in Figure Six (on crews=132, non-crew 

based=119, other=30) can also be expanded. In round one, 43 participants on crews shared 251 

thoughts, and in round two, 94 participants on crews assigned a total of 11,689 stars. In round 

one, 49 participants that were non-crew based shared 311 thoughts, and in round two, 88 

participants that were non-crew based assigned a total of 11,200 stars. From among participants 

that identified as ‘other’, 12 participants shared 73 thoughts, and 17 participants assigned 2,253 

stars. Participants that identified as ‘on crews’ shared an average of 1.9 thoughts, and assigned an 
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average of 88.6 stars. Participants that identified as ‘non-crew based’ shared an average of 2.6 

thoughts, and assigned an average of 94.1 stars. Participants that identified as ‘other’ shared an 

average of 2.4 thoughts, and assigned an average of 75.1 stars. In addition, there were differences 

between round one and round two of Thoughtexchange™. For those on crews, 21 only shared 

thoughts in round one, 72 only assigned stars in round two, and 22 participated in both sharing 

and starring. For participants who were non-crew based, 14 only shared thoughts in round one, 

53 only assigned stars in round two, and 35 participated in both sharing and starring. For those 

who identified as ‘other’, 6 only shared in round one, 11 only assigned stars in round two, and 6 

participated in both share and star. The overall population (n=1645) was comprised of 1393 

auxiliary employees, which included majority crew-based employees but was not exclusively 

crew-based, and 252 regular employees, all of whom were non-crew based. Taking into account 

the population and estimated crew and non-crew based employees from among the total, non-

crew based participants shared disproportionately more in this study, which may have affected 

findings. It is important to note that at the time of this study, the majority of crew-based 

employees did not have access to government email addresses, and this may have been a barrier 

to participation for crew-based employees. 
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 Figure Seven–Thoughtexchange™ Participant Tenure. 

Participant tenure, as visually represented in Figure Seven, can also be discussed in 

greater detail. Participants who were employees for one year or less (n=23) shared 55 thoughts, 

and assigned a total of 1,559 stars; and on average shared 2.4 thoughts and assigned 67.8 stars. 

Participants who were employees for two–three years (n=39) shared 108 thoughts and assigned a 

total of 3,074 stars; and on average shared 2.8 thoughts and assigned 78.8 stars. Participants who 

were employees for four–six years (n=59) shared 103 thoughts and assigned 4,502 stars; and on 

average shared 1.7 thoughts and assigned 76.3 stars. Participants in the seven–nine year range 

(n=44) shared 123 thoughts and assigned 4,107 stars; sharing on average 2.8 thoughts and 

assigning 93.3 stars. In the 10–20 year range, participants (n=49) shared 110 thoughts and 

assigned 4,985 stars; on average sharing 2.2 thoughts and assigning 101.7 stars. Participants in 

the 20+ year range (n=51) shared a total of 136 thoughts and assigned 5,138 stars; on average 

sharing 2.7 thoughts and assigning 100.7 stars. Participants who did not wish to identify (n=15) 
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did not participate in round one, but assigned a total of 1,777 stars, for an average of 118.5 per 

participant. One participant completed the demographic questions and identified as ‘other’, but 

did not contribute thoughts or assign stars. For all tenure lengths, participant numbers increased 

from round one to round two. Participant tenures who only shared in round one (<1 year=3; 2–3 

years=9; 4–6 years=10; 7–9 years=5; 10–20 years=5; 20+ years=9; unidentified=0) and had the 

greatest proportion of representation, also had similar representation among participants who 

only shared in round two (<1 year=6; 2–4 years=15; 4–6 years=27; 7–9 years=21; 10–20 

years=27; 20+ years=25; unidentified=15). Additionally, this representation also continued 

among participants who both shared in round one and assigned stars in round two (<1 year=8; 2–

3 years=11; 4–6 years=10; 7–9 years=9; 10–20 years=12; 20+ years=13; unidentified=0). 

Workplace data for the entire population is not available based on tenure, so it is challenging to 

ascertain whether this data set is representative of the population, or if one group participated in 

a way that is disproportionate and may have affected study findings. Nevertheless, those who had 

been employees for four–six years were most strongly represented among participants, followed 

by the 10–20 year employees, and finally, the 20+ year employees.  

 The inclusion criteria for semi-structured interviews was based on establishing 

representation of the diverse standpoints that emerged in the survey data to gain a deeper 

understanding of major themes; and, diverse representation based on wildland fire crews and 

non-crew based positions, tenure, and gender. Inquiry team members assisted me in identifying 

potential interview participants based on standpoints and diversity criteria. I sent out a total of 9 

invitations via email and received 5 positive responses (see Appendix B information letter, 

Appendix C interview invitation email letter). Three interview participants were female, two 
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were male (see Figure Eight–Interview Participants). This unequal representation of female 

participants may have affected findings.  

 

Utilizing purposeful sampling recognized the “social embeddedness” of research 

participants, and expanded “on the relevance of…findings to ordinary life events” (Gergen, 

2000, p. 3). Patton (2002) identified that “the logic and power of purposeful sampling…leads to 

selecting information-rich cases for study in depth” and that this can reveal a “great deal about 

issues of central importance to the purpose of the research” (p. 46). Purposeful sampling also 

ensured that participants were empowered to provide “substantive” responses within the 

interview process (Saldana, Leavy, & Beretvas, 2011, p. 33). Additionally, utilizing semi-

structured interviews involved participants in decision-making conversations as collaborators, 

which “may increase their knowledge, competencies, and feelings of empowerment, leading to 

increased motivation, resilience, advocacy, and social action” (Beckman, 2014, p. 170). This was 

especially important as interview participants were not operating in the anonymous, online 

environment that the Thoughtexchange™ tool facilitated, and had a much deeper and personal 

engagement in their role as participants.  

Gender Tenure Position 

Female 15-20 yrs. Non-crew 

Female 2-4 yrs. Crew 

Female 2-4 yrs. Crew 

Male 15-20 yrs. Crew 

Male 

 

Figure Eight–Interview 

Participants. 

10-15 yrs. Non-crew 
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Additionally, Chief Warrant Officer Necole Belanger, with the CAF, was interviewed as 

a subject matter expert (SME) on facilitating organizational change in an incident command 

environment based on gender and gender discrimination. Until very recently Belanger worked 

with Operation Honour, the CAF’s response to gender discrimination and sexual harassment in 

the Forces. She accepted a promotion mid-way during the inquiry to another post. Her insights 

were utilized to assist in framing the recommendations and implications outlined in Chapter five 

in this thesis.  

Inquiry Project Methods  

Data collection methods. 

This project utilized two methods sequentially: Thoughtexchange™ and semi-structured 

interviews. 

ThoughtexchangeTM. 

The Thoughtexchange™ tool included two rounds of data collection. Round one was a 

qualitative tool where participants shared thoughts, perceptions and feelings in short answers, 

with a limit of three thoughts per question, and a 300-character limit per thought, so that no one 

participant could saturate the data set. The second round was a quantitative ranking round, where 

participants from round one (n=104) and also new participants (round two only n=134, total 

round two n=199) could view thoughts from round one and assign stars to indicate their 

agreement or disagreement of that thought. Participants in round two viewed three pages of nine 

thoughts per question (a total of 27 thoughts per question), and this subset was randomly 

generated by a software algorithm so that each thought was viewed the same number of times. 

Each participant had 16 stars to assign per page of nine thoughts. They did not have to use their 
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stars, and the maximum number of stars they could place on a single thought was five. There was 

no opportunity in round two for original thought sharing. Data from the Thoughtexchange™ 

were received by the lead researcher in both qualitative and quantitative forms, with original 

thoughts from round one forming a qualitative data set, and ranking from round two forming a 

quantitative data set. These two data sets were then overlaid, which enabled a significant depth 

and richness of the data, and for dialogic themes to emerge. Schatz and Williams (2012) 

identified how “qualitative data in conjunction with” survey data about gender leads to an 

increased understanding of context, and ensures data “appropriately represent gendered 

dynamics and women’s status, empowerment and autonomy in a given setting” (p. 814). 

Golafshani (2003) suggested that the use of multiple methods “will lead to more valid, reliable 

and diverse construction of realities” (p. 604).  Accessing different perspectives through multiple 

methods is also keeping with feminist approaches by engaging multiple ways of knowing 

(Hesse-Biber, 2012a; Polhaus, 2002).  

Thoughtexchange™ is an online platform that enables “large, diverse groups to 

contribute ideas and negotiate priorities among those ideas” (Thoughtexchange™ Participant 

Terms of Use, 2015, p. 2). It is a tool that is designed to leverage collective wisdom, to gather 

information to support leaders in thinking collectively, and to generate information about 

complex problems facing organizations and groups (Oinas-Kookonen, 2008; Page, 2007; 

Meadows et al., 1972; Surowiecki, 2004; Thoughtexchange™, 2014; Woolley et al., 2010). The 

freedom to express oneself in a group anonymously, and to collaboratively rank group 

contributions engaged the whole system authentically (Senge, 2006; Weisboard, 2012; Wheatley, 

2005). Participants in round two were ranking data individually, when means that they did not 

know how others were ranking the data. The result of utilizing Thoughtexchange™ in this 
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inquiry was that it delivered a mixed-methods data set that revealed a diverse range of thoughts, 

feelings, perspectives, and experiences of gender, and also revealed the ways that participants 

themselves made sense of that data through ranking. 

Semi-structured interviews. 

Semi-structured interviews utilized a feminist approach by connecting researcher and 

participant in person (n=1) or on the phone (n=4). In my email or text correspondence with 

interview participants following their consent to the interview (Saldana, 2009), I gave all 

participants the choice of meeting in person or on the phone with the purpose of sharing power, 

enhancing trust, and to provide a “more egalitarian and empowering experience for participants 

to have their voices heard” (Yost & Chmielewski, 2013, p. 249). Four participants chose to 

conduct the interview on the phone, and one in person. Studying gender through the use of 

interviews enabled participants to situate their narratives in “social worlds that exist beyond the 

interview context; actors draw on cultural discourses to explain their actions and make them 

understandable to others” (Pacholok, 2013, p. 22). Interviews have been used in several studies 

on gender in wildland fire (Eriksen, 2014a; Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; Pacholok, 2013) in addition 

to more extended research engagements, such as ethnography (Desmond, 2007). Eriksen (2014a) 

described one interview experience in her study on gender as “a heartfelt conversation that laid 

bare honest feelings of frustration and fear towards wildfire management issues” (p. 1). Although 

there is no ‘one’ feminist research method of data collection preferred for gender research 

(Harding, 1987; Pacholok, 2013), provisioning a compassionate space for participants of any 

orientation to speak freely about their experiences of gender is key. Power relations based on 

gender within an interview setting will never be fully neutralized, but they can be moderated 

through the skilful use of interview strategies to diffuse power imbalances, and interviewer 
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reflexivity (Schwalbe & Wolkomir, 2010). This process of sharing through interviews as a form 

of mutual reflection may instil conviction, courage, and a commitment to action in all 

participants regardless of gender (Park, 1999, p. 148). Semi-structured interviews fulfilled that 

requirement within this inquiry. 

Study conduct 

Following ethics approval by Royal Roads University, I began to collaborate with 

Thoughtexchange™ and the Superintendent, Staff Development and Safety, Richard King, to 

identify a timeline for the survey method. Several rounds of question testing occurred with the 

inquiry team, and with Thoughtexchange™ before arriving at the questions utilized in the survey 

(see Appendix D for survey preamble, and Appendix E for survey questions). I also tested 

interview and survey questions, invitation, and consent forms with Dr. Esta Porter, a 

psychologist who specializes in providing post-trauma support. This was done to ensure that my 

own personal bias was engaged critically (Mortari, 2015) and also to ensure that this project was 

operating within the best-known practices for gender research from the psychological intent to 

do no harm. 

The invitation to participate in the survey was sent from the Superintendent, Staff 

Development and Safety’s email on July 13, 2016 and the Thoughtexchange™ survey was open 

for round one between July 13 and July 31, 2016 (just over two weeks). For many auxiliary 

employees, the contract of work is between the beginning of May and the end of August. This 

timing was chosen to enable participation from among crew-based wildland firefighters. At other 

times of the year, only middle, senior leadership, and support staff are employed. It was a 

collective decision between the Superintendent, Staff Development and Safety and myself (as 
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lead researcher) to send from that email account to add credibility and legitimacy, and to 

conform to the organizational context (see Appendix F survey invitation). The Superintendent, 

Staff Development and Safety is responsible for disseminating safety-related information to all 

staff, and so an email invitation to all staff from this account increased the social acceptance of 

the project. Included in this invitation was also a letter of support for the project from the 

Director, Ian Meier (see Appendix G), with the purpose of building trust in the process. It is 

important to note the email addresses were accessed by the Superintendent, Staff Development 

and Safety by utilizing the “all BCWS staff” address list internal to the organization, and at no 

point were any personal email addresses utilized. This complied with organizational privacy 

regulations and was intended to build trust. This was also a limiting factor, as auxiliary staff who 

are crew members do not have access to a government email account. I included a request in the 

email invitation that crew leaders forward the invitation to their subordinates who did not have 

access to government email. It was impossible for me to know if this occurred and with what 

frequency. There was a potential that some crewleaders may have chosen not to forward the 

invitation, and through interviews I became aware that this was the case in at least two instances 

with two twenty-person unit crews where the crew leadership did not share the invitations with 

crewmembers. 

When the email invitation was received on July 13, 2016 participants were able to click on 

the link in the email invitation, and enter any email address of their choice. Following this step, a 

personalized link was emailed to the address of their choosing from Thoughtexchange™.  This 

step protected their privacy, and was intended to build trust by providing an option to indicate 

participation in a way that did not involve receiving emails about the survey into their 

government email account. Once they clicked on this personalized link sent to the email address 
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of their choice, they entered the survey Thoughtexchange™ platform. The survey preamble 

pages provided information about the project, a link to the information letter (Appendix B), and 

notified them that they may quit the Thoughtexchange™ at any time.  

Round one of the Thoughtexchange™ was completed on July 31, 2016. At this stage I was 

able to view data from this round, and continued to engage with the literature to situate the 

inquiry within relevant scholarship as new information emerged (Glesne, 2016). In particular, I 

focused on literature pertaining to the study of masculinities, as this was an emergent theme in 

round one (Desmond, 2007; Katz, 2012; Kimmel at al., 2005; Kimmel 2015). I also utilized these 

data to inform my draft interview questions, which I revised after round one of the 

Thoughtexchange™. I did not create data themes until round two was completed, in order to 

allow participant ranking to be the first method of theming as a way of enabling emergent themes 

from within the group being studied.   

Round two of the Thoughtexchange™ was a participant ranking step, and a second 

invitation email was sent out to all staff on August 8, 2016 (see Appendix J). This round was 

open to participants until August 29, 2016. This step enabled participants (round two n=199) to 

view the original thoughts that had been shared in round one (round one n=104), and to assign 

stars based on thoughts they felt resonated with them. This was the quantitative ranking step of 

the Thoughtexchange™. Participants were able to star thoughts but were not able to view the 

results of the participant-ranked data to see which thoughts were ranked highest.  

 During September 2016, I themed the Thoughtexchange™ data and further revised the 

interview questions based on input from this data and from inquiry team members. Based on this 

initial descriptive theming (Saldana, 2009; Saldana et al., 2011), I utilized purposeful sampling 

to select participants based on standpoints that might reveal more information about the themes 
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identified by both participant ranking and my descriptive theming of the Thoughtexchange™ 

data. I relied on insights from the inquiry team to assist in identifying potential interview 

candidates. Invitations were sent out in the first week of October, 2016 to nine potential 

participants (see Appendix B for interview invitation email letter) and also included the 

information letter, letter of support from the Director, the consent form, and a list of questions 

that would be covered (Appendices A, G, H, I, respectively). I received five positive responses in 

early October, despite this being a busy time for many wildland firefighters who were finishing 

up the last month of their fire season contracts. Participant availability was limited due to end of 

season transitions in personal life, which often involve a physical relocation to a winter place of 

residence. To accommodate this, interviews occurred during the first two weeks of November, 

2016. Interviews were conducted both via phone (n=4) and in person (n=1), as per participant 

choice. As discussed above, this gave them power as collaborators in co-creating an interview 

experience and is a strategy used to moderate some of the challenges associated with 

interviewing males in hyper masculine environments, where the need to perform masculinity and 

maintain power relations in the interview setting could limit the usefulness of that method 

(Schwalbe & Wolkomir, 2001). By utilizing an appreciative feminist approach to AR, I enhanced 

validity of the data by asking participants if they had any questions for me at the beginning of the 

interview, which enabled my position as lead researcher to be interrogated, and for my own 

standpoint to be critically engaged as part of the research process (Gergen, 2001; Haraway, 1991; 

Harding, 1987; Hesse-Biber, 2012; Taylor, 1998). This was especially helpful given that the 

engagement with Thoughtexchange™ had occurred during July–August 2016, providing time for 

reflection. Some interview participants disclosed that they had participated in the 

Thoughtexchange™, and had thoughts, feelings, and questions about the participant-ranking 
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stage based on what some of their fellow organization members had shared. Others had not 

received the email invitation due to their status as crewmembers on a unit crew (n=2), and so 

were curious about how the Thoughtexchange™ process had unfolded. 

Through the data collection phase of the inquiry I maintained open and clear 

communication with the project sponsors within BCWS. In September 2016, after the initial 

descriptive theming of Thoughtexchange™ rounds one and two data, I provided an update to the 

senior leaders during a Wildfire Leadership Team meeting via phone, and shared preliminary 

findings remotely via a presentation based on descriptive theming from the Thoughtexchange™ 

process. This was not a formal group method (Glesne, 2016; Stringer, 2014) but rather an 

adaptation of the AR process to accommodate the Wildfire Leadership Team priorities and 

availability by engaging them in dialogue as part of the project on their terms in a time and 

manner that they suggested to me through communication via email with the project sponsors. 

The purpose of this was to enhance ownership and build trust by maintaining transparency and 

enabling opportunities for their input (Beckman, 2014). Throughout the project there was 

continuous open dialogue between myself as lead researcher, and the sponsors, Executive 

Director Madeline Maley, Director Ian Meier, and Director of Corporate Governance, Mary 

Myers.  

Richard King, the Superintendent, Staff Development and Safety, was also a very 

valuable advocate throughout and a consistent contact. He facilitated my learning curve, as I 

began interacting with sponsors early on in the process, by enhancing my self-awareness. 

Feminist approaches to research identified that the researcher must come under the same scrutiny 

as those being studied (Harding, 1987; Hartsock, 1998; Hesse-Biber, 2012), and he facilitated 

that by providing honest and thorough feedback at key points in the inquiry process. His critical 
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yet constructive feedback facilitated increased personal growth on my part, as I stepped into the 

role of lead researcher, and enhanced my reflexivity through radical reflection (Mortari, 2015) by 

engaging, and at times very effectively challenging, my own standpoint as a member of the 

group being studied. 

Data analysis 

 Following the completion of Thoughtexchange™ I undertook coding and aggregating of 

the data in a first cycle of analysis. A “code” is an analytic tool used in qualitative inquiry that is 

a short word or phrase that gives a “summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative 

attribute” to the data (Saldana, 2009, p. 3). There is no “final authority on ‘the best’ way to code 

qualitative data” (p. 47), and within AR there are many accepted forms of coding, including the 

choice not to create extensive coding in favour of utilizing analysis on its own (Glesne, 2016; 

Stringer, 2014). The standards by which coding is evaluated relate to the type of data collected, 

the methodological and values-based perspectives within which the research is conducted, and 

ultimately whether the coding choices reveal “new discoveries, insights, and connections about 

your participants, their processes, or the phenomenon under investigation” (Saldana, 2009, p. 

51). Based on these criteria, with the values of a feminist appreciate approach to AR in mind, I 

chose to undertake an initial coding cycle that utilized descriptive coding. 

First cycle coding. 

In the first cycle of descriptive coding (codes=14) based on the themes that emerged, I 

summarized content but did not quote participants specifically. I used everyday terminology that 

would be colloquially salient amongst wildland firefighters so that I could share this first cycle 

with the inquiry team to deepen my analysis, and as a form of member-checking. Member-
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checking is when participants are given opportunities to review raw data and analyses to validate 

or question them (Stringer, 2012). After descriptively coding the data, I transferred these codes 

to the data set using an online tool provided through the Thoughtexchange™ software that 

allowed me to graph the frequency of all the descriptive codes used (total codes=14) within the 

participant-ranked data (see Figure Nine).  

 

 Figure Nine–Thoughtexchange™ Descriptive Coding (n=240, total codes=14). 

 

Descriptive codes are displayed along the left side of this graph, and participant total stars 

assigned during participant-ranking are displayed along the top of this graph. This aggregated 

codes and stars from all five questions within the Thoughtexchange™. 

Visualizing the data in the first cycle enabled me to see the strength in terms of quantitative 

numbers of each code within the participant-ranking step, and to identify key themes, as well as 
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sensitize me to potential areas of disagreement. I had access to the data shown in Figure Nine, 

and also to a numeric representation of how many thoughts were assigned a given code per 

question. For example, in question one about leadership, the code ‘transformational leadership’ 

appeared more frequently, while in question four about action steps, the code ‘accountability’ 

appeared more frequently based on the subject matter being discussed (see Appendix E). 

This method of representation of the data revealed disagreement among themes, which 

enabled a deeper analysis. It is important to note that this step did not fully express the 

quantification of qualitative data that some mixed-methods studies utilize, but it did enable an 

openness to “numeric representation” of qualitative data as “a supplemental heuristic to analysis” 

(Saldana, 2009, p. 49). I based my preliminary findings on these coded and visually represented 

data, which I shared with the project sponsors, the Wildfire Senior Leadership team, and with my 

inquiry team to solicit reflections and response, which further deepened my analysis. I also 

engaged in the use of a reflective journal for analytic memos during the analysis and coding 

process as a way of enhancing validity (Mortari, 2015; Saldana, 2009). These first emergent 

themes affected my approach to semi-structured interviews. 

In sharing the preliminary coded data set with the inquiry team, I also solicited suggestions 

for interview candidates based on the codes and the standpoints they represented. As discussed in 

the data collection section of this chapter, semi-structured interviews introduced dialogue 

between quantitative and qualitative data that enabled multiple perspectives based on standpoints 

within the organization to emerge (Hesse-Biber, 2012a; Polhaus, 2002; Schatz & Williams, 

2014). Identifying the standpoints and providing space for those perspectives to be included in 

the semi-structured interview stage through purposeful sampling was a key aspect of the first 

cycle coding. 
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Second cycle coding. 

The primary goal of second cycle coding was to make sense of the data that were 

organized in the first cycle. The first cycle laid the foundation, and during the second cycle it 

was possible that first cycle coding may be completely let go of if it was revealed to be either 

marginal or redundant in the context of further analysis (Saldana, 2009). The first step of my 

second cycle was to code interview transcripts. I outsourced the transcription services in order to 

enable me to focus on the data set created by Thoughtexchange™, which was a significant 

amount of data. I coded the interview data using the descriptive codes identified in the 

Thoughtexchange™ data.  

Disagreement in the data. 

As I reflected on the complete data set for the first time, I recognized that the first cycle of 

coding had missed important nuances. I could not reconcile why participant-ranked data and the 

descriptively coded data appeared to be in conflict with one another. The descriptive coding I 

had utilized in the first cycle had identified important themes, but did not assist in explaining 

them. This was not unusual, as “virtually nobody gets it right the first time” (Saldana 2009, p. 

29). I had recognized the challenges associated with insider action research previous to this stage 

of the project, mainly concerning the challenges of addressing three audiences in one inquiry 

project (my own values, those of the community of inquiry, and the broader community), and 

personal vulnerability (Coghlan & Shani, 2008). The challenges of data analysis as contentious 

themes emerged had escaped me. Cognitive dissonance had a visceral, embodied affect. I wrote 

in my reflective journal: 

Bit frustrating to have to go back again now, but with so much data in conflict it’s really 

important (I feel) to get into the details. I’m drawn to ‘values,’ or ‘versus’ coding (Saldana, 
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2009), which seems to fit with my chosen methodology…My emotional feeling at this 

stage is certainly (a) overwhelm, (b) fear, and (c) self-doubt…It is like the star is 

exploding, a big bang is occurring, energy everywhere. Soon it will distil to a clear, 

concise, ever-abundant source of light. I look forward to the crystalline clarity–and maybe 

even certainty?–of the next, further away step. For now, riding the waves of chaotic 

exploding cosmic stardust (R. Reimer, personal communication, December 2, 2016).  

I accepted the chaos of having to engage with a data set full of disagreement, and re-initiated a 

literature review about AR and coding. I expanded my reading even further into appreciative and 

feminist approaches to see if a specific analytic tool might emerge to address gender research 

specifically, and the dissonance I had identified in the data. 

I found that while descriptive coding was useful, values or versus coding are typically 

utilized when strong emotions or disagreement show up in the data set. These did not resonate 

with the feminist appreciative approach of the study, and so I looked further. There were 

additional insights that indicated that in vivo coding was an appropriate choice (Saldana, 2009; 

Somekh, 1995; Stringer, 2014). In vivo coding is a form of organizing the data that takes the 

participants’ own words and then codes based on phrases directly quoted from the data (Saldana, 

2009). Of special help was Somekh’s (1995) insight that “it is impossible to carry out analysis 

and interpretation of the data without doing so in light of prior knowledge” about the culture 

when conducting insider AR (p. 342). Her recommendation of in vivo coding as the most valid 

approach to AR and as a validity-enhancing measure, resonated with my desire to allow the data 

to speak for itself. In vivo coding also truly honoured the multiple standpoints that were being 

represented (Gergen, 2001; Haraway, 1991; Harding, 1987; Hesse-Biber, 2012; Taylor, 1998), 

and enabled the presence of shadow and light to be balanced in the participants’ own language 
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(Johnson, 2013). It also supported me to continue with a reflective position as lead researcher, so 

that I could “discover the tacit assumptions that structure the core of thinking and exert a 

performative power over our mental life” (Mortari, 2015, p. 7). I also discovered an additional 

insight from within feminist research approaches, which was the ability to embrace dissonance 

between data sets by re-conceptualizing triangulation, 

Triangulation: A feminist approach. 

In digging deeper into feminist approaches to mixed-methods research, I discovered that 

disagreement in the data does not need to be viewed as problematic. Hesse-Biber’s (2012) 

critique of triangulation described how the concept, as a validity-enhancing measure, had been 

utilized by researchers in mixed-methods research as a “tool of convergence” (p. 137) between 

quantitative and qualitative data. In a nuanced perspective from within feminist theory, another 

approach to triangulation is to view it as a dialectical tool for allowing different types of 

knowledge to exist in conversation with one another, without needing to reduce the story or 

value one over the other (Hesse-Biber, 2012). This approach to triangulation informed my 

engagement with the data in the second cycle of coding, and supported me in “embracing the 

dissonance between the data sets” as a validity-enhancing tool for revealing hidden interfaces 

within the data, and within the phenomena being studied (p. 141). With a focus on 

understanding, rather than resolving, the dissonance between round one and round two of the 

Thoughtexchange™ data set, I undertook the second cycle of coding.  

Analysis continued. 

I utilized in vivo coding, and separated the Thoughtexchange™ data set into round one, 

which was original participant thoughts in the form of qualitative data, and round two, which 
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was participant-ranked quantitative data in order to better see the dissonance (Hesse-Biber, 

2012). This enabled the whole process to be “grounded in the culture and values of the social 

group”, which helped me to draw a clear line between data that had been collected, and my own 

inferences (Somekh, 1995, p. 342). Following the coding, I sorted the data. 

I ranked the in vivo coded data by organizing the codes based on the number of times a 

specific phrase (in vivo code) was mentioned by participants, grouping similar phrases together 

while also taking into consideration the intent and context of the overall comment. For example, 

one code, ‘empower’, was mentioned a total of eight times in the data, and the grouped codes 

were “feel empowered”, “empowering”, “empower”, “empowerment” (R. Reimer, personal 

communication, December 10, 2016). At this stage, I had descriptively coded data from all 

methods: round one, and participant-ranked round two of Thoughtexchange™, and interview 

data. I had also in vivo coded data from Thoughtexchange™ round one. In order to facilitate the 

full benefit of the dialectical conversation between dissonances in the data (Hesse-Biber, 2012), 

and more importantly, to understand what this meant in the context of the phenomena being 

studied, I needed a method of introducing the dissonant data sets together. 

Numbers and feelings. 

This was another opportunity to introduce quantitative and qualitative data as dialogic 

partners, with the purposes of enhancing the meaning of both (Beckman, 2004; Saldana, 2009; 

Schatz & Williams, 2014). In this process, it was not necessary that these resolve, but instead 

give depth and meaning to the dissonance (Hesse-Biber, 2012). It was a relatively simple process 

of ranking and organizing the data sets (see Figure Ten). 
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Figure Ten–Analysis Cycle. 

I began with Thoughtexchange™ round two participant-ranking, and introduced a 

qualitative aspect into the quantitative count of number of stars per thought. I identified the top 

three highly ranked thoughts per question from round two participant-ranking and cut and pasted 

them into a document (see Appendix K). Then, I calculated the average number of stars for each 

question in the Thoughtexchange™. Based on that average, I extrapolated what number the 

upper quarter of stars would be for that question. Then, I highlighted in Microsoft Excel every 

thought that had that number of stars or greater. I did this for each question. This gave me a 

thorough understanding of both the top three thoughts from each question (based on participant 

ranking), and the top quarter of ranked thoughts more broadly for each question (based on 

participant ranking). I sent that highlighted data set, and the cut and pasted document with the 

top three thoughts to the inquiry team and asked each team member to formulate a paragraph in 

their own words based on how they would summarize and communicate the findings.  

 Then, I turned to second cycle coding (in vivo coding) and Thoughtexchange™ round 

one. I created a document with the in vivo codes in a table along with the frequency they 

Descriptive coding 

Codes=14 
Participant ranked 

data did not ‘star’ 

the strongest themes 

(dissonance) Re-conceptualized 

triangulation 
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Codes=289 

(no 
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interview data and 

inquiry team analytic 

memos to arrive at 
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appeared in the data, and calculated the average number of times a given code was mentioned in 

the data for each question. Based on that average, I extrapolated what the upper half would be for 

each question. Then I created a second table that included only the in vivo codes that were in the 

upper half (see Appendix L). 

 When I had completed the ranking of both sets, I analyzed the results of round one and 

round two Thoughtexchange™ data, the descriptively coded interview data, and the inquiry team 

analytic memos that contained their perspectives. With this information, I could identify the 

dissonance between the qualitative (descriptive coding and in vivo coding) and quantitative 

(participant ranked) data within the Thoughtexchange™ very clearly. I was also able to deepen 

insights into how and why this might have occurred based on interview data due to the interview 

process providing an empowering environment (Yost & Chmielewski, 2013) where participants 

can share stories about gender that invoke discourses and contexts from outside of the interview 

(Pacholok, 2013). I will now describe in more detail the elements of validity discussed above.  

Validity 

Validity within qualitative research rests on the processes utilized as the research was 

conducted, and can incorporate a number of measures. These have been identified as 

trustworthiness (Glesne, 2016), credibility (Saldana et al., 2011; Stringer, 2014), and reliability 

(Saldana et al., 2011). Reliability and validity are typically associated with a positivistic, 

quantitative approach to research that is based on replicability and accuracy, building upon the 

basic assumption that reality can be measured accurately, and actions predicted (Saldana et al., 

2009). For this inquiry, trustworthiness is the validity measure that resonated most with the 

values of the feminist appreciative approach I utilized, and within the organizational values 
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where trust is a key concept in incident response environments. Trustworthiness is also a widely 

accepted measure of the quality of study (Glesne, 2016; Kornbluh, 2015). Underpinning 

trustworthiness is reflexivity, a concept that refers to critical reflection in qualitative research 

(Glesne, 2016). This has been further developed to include “radical reflection”, which is a 

process of reflection where every aspect of the lead researcher is critically examined through 

self-awareness at all stages throughout the research (Mortari, 2015). Trustworthiness was built 

into this inquiry at all stages. 

In research design, choosing to situate this inquiry within feminist approaches to research 

enhanced reflexivity. A feminist approach challenged the socially constructed context, diverse 

standpoints, inter-subjectivity of participants and researcher, and the aims of the research project 

itself (Gergen, 2001; Haraway, 1991; Harding, 1987; Hartsock, 1998; Hesse-Biber, 2012; 

Taylor, 1998). It is a truly critical theory approach. Utilizing an appreciative inquiry approach 

also enhanced trustworthiness of the data by creating a nonjudgement space where both shadow 

and light could be engaged (Johnson, 2013). This meant that no facet of the data needed to be 

repressed, nor bolstered. The acceptance of what is, even if it is primarily shadow, does not deny 

the near future of a positive change (Bushe, 2012; Johnson, 2013; Senge, 2006; Wheatley, 2005). 

When shadow is not perceived as threat, but instead seen as opportunity within an appreciative 

approach, the urge to polarize is lessened (Johnson, 2013). Taking a feminist appreciative 

approach to AR, as a means of conducting gender research in wildland fire, positioned this 

inquiry within a values-rich research perspective. This placed a strong emphasis on reflexivity, 

transparency, and nonjudgemental, open dialogue between apparently opposing standpoints. 

In addition, study conduct incorporated trustworthiness. In choosing to utilize mixed-

methods, this inquiry enhanced trustworthiness by setting the stage for disconfirming themes 
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emerging in dialog within the data (Beckman, 2014; Schatz and Williams, 2014). Incorporating 

member-checking through an iterative sharing of data with participants is another element 

towards building trustworthiness into research design, and encouraging dialogue between themes 

(Glesne, 2016; Kornbluh, 2015). Member-checking occurred in this inquiry through: sharing data 

with participants through the Thoughtexchange™; sharing raw interview transcripts with 

interview participants; sharing preliminary drafts of chapter four findings with interview 

participants and sponsors within the organization for review; and iterative engagements based on 

sharing data and preliminary findings with the inquiry team. In addition to study conduct, I 

outline below the specific practices of personal reflexivity that I undertook as lead researcher to 

ensure trustworthiness. 

Reflexivity includes all aspects of the self, and also includes the way that the self as 

researcher interacts within the context of research. It has been established that wildland fire is a 

highly masculinized context within which to conduct gender research (Desmond, 2007; Eriksen, 

2014a; Pacholok, 2013). This may cause individuals to self-selectively participate (or not) in 

research on gender. Collier and Mahoney (1996) noted that this may cause bias when causal 

inferences are made that ignore this process. For example, in my interview invitations I included 

a prospective participant that had been suggested to me by an inquiry team member, and whose 

standpoint placed them within a perspective that viewed female wildland firefighters as 

recipients of favouritism. In this instance, even though I invited their participation, I received no 

response. Attributing a causal meaning would overlook the effect that I have as a gendered 

member of the system being studied. My own presence as a researcher may have affected 

research outcomes (Schwalbe & Wolkomir, 2001; Yost & Chmielewski, 2013). Interviews in 

particular may be viewed as both “opportunity” and “threat” for male persons who are 
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performing masculinity (Schwalbe and Wolkomir, 2001). Similarly, Yost and Chmielewski 

(2013) identified how building trust through the female researcher/female participant relationship 

may “blur the lines” in interviews (p. 242). Fostering an awareness of how gender was 

functioning in the interview settings was cultivated through analytic memo taking, reflective 

journaling, and debriefing.  

It is not my aim to erase my embodied subjectivity, but to engage in a heightened 

awareness of the interactions between the various standpoints and roles that I occupied in this 

project. I invited open, and supportive criticism from a number of sources, including 

psychologist Dr. Esta Porter; Superintendent, Staff Development and Safety, Richard King; the 

inquiry team members; the research participants; and, my thesis committee. I maintained a 

personal daily practice of yoga and mindfulness meditation throughout the two years of this 

project, and practised art therapy and reflective journaling. These personal practices were a 

means of keeping track of my own emotional state and the effect this inquiry may have on my 

multiple roles as lead researcher, wildland firefighter, crew leader, and my identity as a woman. 

To summarize, trustworthiness is the measure of a study’s quality (Glesne, 2016), and in 

the case of this project, reflexivity formed the underpinning concept. I established 

trustworthiness through the research approach, which is a feminist appreciative approach to AR; 

through research design and study conduct; and through personal practices to enhance 

reflexivity. 

Ethical Issues 

 Ethical issues requiring attention in this study were related to the power dynamics of 

gender given the topic and context of the inquiry. In a feminist approach to ethics, research is a 

knowledge production process that is interactive, iterative, and includes both researcher and 
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researched, and as a process comes under the same critical lens as the subject being studied, in 

this case, gender and leadership (Harding, 1987; Hartsock, 1998; Hesse-Biber, 2012). Ackerly 

and True (2008) argued that from an ethical feminist perspective, “at every stage of the research 

process the researcher needs to reflect continually on epistemological and other forms of 

inclusion and exclusion” (p. 699). The Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences 

and Engineering Research Council of Canada, and Social Sciences and Humanities Research 

Council of Canada (CIHR, NSERCC, SSHRCC) (2014) identified three core ethical principles to 

guide research, which are: respect for persons; concern for welfare; and justice.  

Respect for persons. 

Respect for persons includes a duty on the part of the researcher to recognize the socially 

constructed nature of autonomy, to protect the autonomy of participants in their free and 

informed ability to consent to participate, and to provide transparent and accurate information to 

inform their decision-making (CIHR, NSERCC, SSHRCC, 2014). This research project 

respected the socially situated standpoints of participants by sharing information through 

accurate, plainly worded letters, and clearly articulated the right of any person to withdraw at any 

time.   

As a researcher and insider to the wildland fire culture in focus, I did not have power over 

participants through positional authority, but it was possible that I could have power over 

participants through epistemological authority. I was “studying up,” which meant that I was 

conducting research from a less powerful position in relation to the whole (Becker & Aiello, 

2013, p. 63). However, I still retained power as a researcher as part of knowledge production 

about a system from within it. As a highly educated female feminist researcher studying a male-
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dominated workplace, I might have found myself complicit with a certain form of privilege by 

way of my own voice being amplified (Becker and Aiello, 2013, p. 64). To mitigate the risk of 

writing myself into the research, I engaged reflexively as described above in the section on 

validity, with the purpose of being radically reflective (Mortari, 2015. p. 7). One cannot erase 

one’s own subjectivity, and so I utilized strategies for enhancing my awareness of it, and by 

practising transparency and vulnerability I invited accountability from others to assist me in 

maintaining an open stance throughout the inquiry project.  

It is also possible that power might have affected me by experiencing disempowerment as 

a result of initiating gender research within a profession with a documented culture of gender 

discrimination (Association for Fire Ecology, 2016; Eriksen, 2014a, b; Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; 

Eriksen et al., 2016; Pacholok, 2013). Insider AR has been described as “daunting, with a high 

potential for self-destruction” (Coghlan & Shani, 2003, p. 653). This is notwithstanding the 

cultural norms within the wildland fire profession. The power relations necessitated a delicate 

dance between advocacy, and strategic silence. 

Concern for welfare. 

Concern for welfare of participants includes care for their well-being and those who are 

important to them, and how the welfare of a group or individual may be affected by the research 

itself (CIHR, NSERCC, SSHRCC, 2014). Specifically related to this project is any potential 

“stigmatization, discrimination or damage to reputation” that may be caused by inclusion or 

exclusion in the research (CIHR, NSERCC, SSHRCC, 2014, p. 8). This project had support from 

within the organization’s leadership, and during the inquiry no negative affects to the career of 

the researcher or those supporting or participating in this project were known. The information 
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letter (Appendix B) clearly outlined the risks and benefits to participants, and listed strong 

emotions as a possible result of sharing experiences of gender and leadership through 

participation in the research. This was mitigated by sharing information about the Employee 

Assistance Plan (EAP) during and after interviews, so that participants who experienced strong 

emotions could access free and confidential counselling support as needed. I provided 

participants with transparent and accurate information about potential outcomes prior to their 

consent to participate so that they might evaluate for themselves whether the emotional, 

psychological, spiritual, or material negative effects of participating in gender research would 

outweigh the negative effects of daily work as a wildland firefighter in the current culture.  

It was also important to attend to the need to do no harm to myself, as lead researcher and 

as a member of the system being studied. The generative potential of this research project 

outweighed the potential harm, and at the point of writing, I am content with the balance. 

Justice. 

Justice is the third guiding principle, and included imbalances of power, vulnerability, the 

fairness of the research process including participant recruitment, and sharing equitably the costs 

and benefits of research and findings (CIHR, NSERCC, SSHRCC, 2014). This project was 

gender-inclusive. It also sought to value female experiences of gender in a male-dominated 

culture, and included female voices in a disproportionate ratio during the interview phase (3 

participants were female; 2 were male). As this research was conducted within a male-dominated 

workplace, it was possible that females who were a minority within the context being studied 

might have shared an unequal amount of information as participants. As a result, female 



THE WILDFIRE WITHIN                                                                                                         105 

 

 

 

participants may be more vulnerable in this inquiry. Males might have also experienced a sense 

of vulnerability as a result of participating.  

The perception of vulnerability as a result of participating in gender research is important 

to attend to. In order to address the need for emotional safety for participants, all research data 

was anonymized, and gender was not included in participant coding due to the small, close-knit 

nature of the wildland fire community in British Columbia. Gender paired with a participant’s 

inflection may be enough for an astute reader to extrapolate identity, and so I have taken every 

measure to protect participants, who shared deeply in this research. 

Chapter Summary 

 This chapter introduced the project design, and explored the methodology by situating the 

research within the broader framework of AR. It described project participants, data collection 

methods, study conduct, data analysis, and the validity, ethical issues and strategies utilized to 

ensure a trustworthy and ethical approach to the research. The following chapter describes the 

findings and conclusions that were the result of this study. 
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Chapter Four: Inquiry Project Findings and Conclusions 

In this chapter I explore the major findings and conclusions associated with this study, 

including the scope and limitations. I begin by providing context for the inquiry by re-stating the 

inquiry question and subquestions.   

The inquiry question I asked, as a wildland firefighter and member of the group being 

studied, and with the support of the BCWS was, “How might understanding gender and 

leadership support excellence in the British Columbia Wildfire Service?”  The subquestions to 

support this were: 

1. What are the specific experiences of gender and leadership among wildland firefighters in 

the BCWS? 

2. What stories of excellence about gender and leadership do wildland firefighters in the 

BCWS share?  

3. What opportunities for growth in understanding gender and leadership exist within the 

BCWS? 

4. What steps might be taken to support gender-responsive leadership in the BCWS? 

In Chapter Three, I described how this inquiry engaged wildland firefighters in the BCWS 

through a Thoughtexchange™ survey. This survey included two rounds of data collection where 

participants engaged in anonymous, online open dialogue about gender and leadership (p=1645, 

n=240). I followed up on themes found in the survey with semi-structured interviews that 

explored personal experiences of gender and leadership (n=5).  

Given the small size of the wildland fire community in British Columbia, the sensitivity 

of the information shared, and the need to protect participants’ anonymity, I have coded survey 

participants as Th-Exch and interview participants as I-1, I-2, etc. Thoughtexchange™ responses 
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are not differentiated by participant, therefore all data from the Thoughtexchange™ has been 

coded to include both actual responses and participant ranking in findings. I have been explicit 

where there is disagreement between responses and participant ranking. The findings below are 

based on data from the two rounds of Thoughtexchange™ data and interview data. 

The following five key findings emerged from the data:  

1. Participants described that gender makes a difference in how they are treated at work. 

2. Participants valued leaders that provide support, create mutually respectful 

environments, and possess the humility to admit mistakes. 

3. Participants believed that workplace performance should not be linked to gender in 

any way, and that diversity within the workplace is desirable. 

4. Participants suggested action steps that focused on creating conversations about 

culture, examining hiring and succession planning to create equality, and providing 

support to females. 

5. Participant-ranked data did not recognize the negative experiences affecting females. 

These findings form the basis for the conclusions of this inquiry, which are, in brief: 

1. There is evidence that gender discrimination is occurring.  

2. There is a perceived trade-off between gender diversity and excellence. 

3. Fostering diversity requires enhanced leadership learning at all levels. 

4. Addressing gender discrimination requires cultural change. 

5. The current culture appears to invalidate the voices of gender minorities. 

These findings and conclusions will be explored in more detail below, followed by the scope and 

limitations of this study. 



THE WILDFIRE WITHIN                                                                                                         108 

 

 

 

Findings 

Finding One: Participants described that gender makes a difference in how they are 

treated at work. 

To explore my first subquestion, “What are the specific experiences of gender and 

leadership among wildland firefighters in the BCWS?,” I defined gender as the attitudes, 

feelings, and behaviours that a given culture associates with a person’s biological or chosen sex, 

and inquired about whether gender has made a difference in how wildland firefighters in the 

BCWS are treated at work.  

The strongest opinion voiced by participants was that “gender affects how people are 

treated” and that this negatively affects females, and to a lesser extent, males (Th-Exch, I-1, I-3, 

I-4, I-5). Participants also explained how gender makes a difference, and these responses 

indicated first-hand experiences with gender. During the first round of data collection utilizing 

Thoughtexchange™, fifty–one responses described treatment related to skills, and shared how 

“women are often belittled or have their abilities questioned” (Th-Exch) and “men are presumed 

competent whereas women need to initially prove competence” especially in “physical or tactical 

leadership roles” (Th-Exch). Women are “taken less seriously as leaders,” and “most women in 

leadership have to continuously defend themselves and justify their being in the leadership role” 

(Th-Exch). Participants also described how in this environment, “women over-train, educate and 

commit to be more competitive yet the reward is not there” (Th-Exch) and there is a sense that 

this feeling of “something to prove” is not successful at combatting the questions around female 

abilities, but instead “is perceived poorly…as being too keen or overzealous” (Th-Exch). One 

participant described how they “still hear sexism and misogyny openly expressed on a regular 
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basis at work” (Th-Exch). These responses explain the ways that some female participants in this 

study experienced their gender at work.  

Interview participants agreed that gender affects how people are treated (I-1, I-3, I-4, I-5) 

with one exception who felt “personality” was a greater determining factor (I-2). Gender affected 

both males and females (I-1, I-3, I-4, I-5), and “for females the issue of gender [is] a lose/lose” 

situation (I-1). One interview participant described how to them, it “seems like the guys tend to 

hold something against the females in our organization…they’re really threatened” (I-5). 

Participants described this as acted out in a “passive aggressive approach” (I-5). Such behaviours 

are often subtle and hard to define (I-1, I-3, I-4, I-5):  

It’s hard to narrow it down to that but that’s just how I feel…when people are talking about 

these people it’s never right out there saying, ‘Well, it’s because they’re a woman.’ But 

that’s what it’s coming across as…The successful female is treated as if they are not 

adequate or doing a good enough job. Whereas I think if there was a male in those shoes, 

you wouldn’t hear the same opinion from this small group of sexist men (I-5). 

These nuanced experiences appear difficult for participants to identify as being the direct result 

of gender difference, yet the result of these nuances is an environment that is more difficult for 

female wildland firefighters. 

The experience of being a female wildland firefighter was described as “super lonely” (I-

4) because “you notice the difference and you feel kind of awkward and don’t really want to be 

there” (I-4). “It hurts to feel like you’re not given a certain task or responsibility because maybe 

you’re a female. It’s assumed you either can’t do it or don’t want it” (I-3). No detailed 

occurrences of sexual assault were disclosed by participants in this study. However, participants 

shared that they have experienced “one-off comments”, “catcall/whistle or similar”, “suggestive 
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or crude discussions between crew members related to sexuality”, and described how “there 

continue[s] to be a lot of sexism present in day to day, interpersonal relations with male 

firefighters” (Th-Exch). Emotional pain due to being treated differently because of gender at 

work was expressed openly by both males and females in interview settings (I-3, I-4, I-5). Within 

the Thoughtexchange™ data from round one, many responses from both genders also shared that 

experiences of gender were painful (Th-Exch). The effects of gender seem to be problematic for 

participants, regardless of gender identity. 

Participants described how expressing discomfort about their colleagues’ behaviour in 

relation to gender was a significant challenge. Examples include that “the leaders…were part of 

[negative group behaviours]” (I-4), there is resistance towards “being ‘that girl’ on the crew who 

complains” (I-3), and “when you have a bunch of buddies backing each other…no one’s going to 

speak up even if they’re a witness to something” (I-5).  At the extreme, there is “fear of being 

‘blacklisted’ or not chosen or not accepted” (Th-Exch). These feelings were expressed by both 

males and females in interviews and in the Thoughtexchange ™.    

 For male wildland firefighters who experienced gender affecting them at work, 

participants described masculinity being an issue for them due to the “rough and tough [nature of 

the] culture we work with” (I-1). There is a perception that men “are pretending to be something 

that they’re not…it’s almost like men are always trying to be an alpha male even if they’re not an 

alpha male” (I-5). Expressing sensitivity is seen as “weak” (I-5, Th-Exch) and therefore to be 

avoided: “there’s a lot of times where myself or other guys I’ve worked with would have wanted 

to show more emotion…it’s not an environment that’s conducive to maybe showing that” (I-1). 

This can lead to “guys who are macho men” (I-5) and to behaviours that become more “macho” 

or overly aggressive when gender diversity in the group changes to male majority (I-4, I-5, Th-
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Exch). Examples described all-male experiences as being based on “hyper-masculinity”, with a 

“Big Strong Man” characterization of firefighting (Th-Exch), and some participants shared that 

this made them very uncomfortable (I-4, I-5). In this way, male wildland firefighter’s 

experiences and observations of gender were particularly negative when they, or others in their 

group, did not perform their gender in hypermasculine ways. 

Participant perspectives on gender affecting females and males negatively, which factored 

as a strong majority in round one, were not validated through round two participant-ranking.  In 

round two participant-ranking, a very small minority of perspectives (ten) that identified “reverse 

discrimination” where “women are given preferential treatment” were ranked highly (Th-Exch). 

That some females might feel discriminated against was explained because, “we hire women 

who consistently underperform” and thus females experience perceived discrimination not due to 

sexism, but “because you’re terrible at your job” (Th-Exch). Participants also ranked highly the 

lack of “duty to accommodate” pregnancies among female seasonal staff (Th-Exch). Any 

participant perspectives that mentioned negative female experiences at work were not validated 

in round two participant-ranking of the Thoughtexchange™, with the exception of responses that 

expressed discontent about lack of alternate work for pregnant females. Negative male 

experiences of gender in relation to the culture also did not rank highly. This represents a very 

significant disagreement between the two rounds of data within the Thoughtexchange™, which 

will be explored further in Finding Five. 

To conclude Finding One, the data shows that the strongest opinion voiced by participants 

described that “gender affects how people are treated,” and that this negatively affects both 

females and males (Th-Exch, I-1, I-3, I-4, I-5). I turn now to how gender and leadership interact, 

in Finding Two. 
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Finding Two: Participants valued leaders that provide support, create mutually 

respectful environments, and possess the humility to admit mistakes 

To explore my second subquestion, “What stories of excellence about gender and 

leadership do wildland firefighters in the BCWS share?,” I asked participants to share what they 

considered excellent leadership to be. In the data, 22 responses in ThoughtexchangeTM described 

that a “supportive” leader who “coaches”, “mentors” and “guides people towards growth” was 

highly valued (Th-Exch). “Supportive” was tied in strength in the data with “respectful” (eleven 

responses each), which participants further described as a leader who can “establish mutual 

respect” on the team she or he is leading (Th-Exch). Following “supportive” and “respectful” in 

strength of responses was a description of excellent leadership wherein the leader can “be OK 

with failure,” “manage the weakness of themselves,” “accept responsibility for their actions,” 

and foster an “understanding of their unique attributes, leading to a self-concept that integrates 

both their strengths and weaknesses” (Th-Exch). Comfort with failure meant both their own 

failures as leaders—that is, being “willing to admit where they might be lacking to lead 

adequately”—and comfort with the failure of their team, e.g., providing “space…to make 

mistakes” to their subordinates (Th-Exch). In participant ranking in round two, excellent 

leadership was described slightly differently, and included supportive, respectful, humble, 

pursuit of “excellence not recognition” and also identified setting “clear objectives and set[ting] 

firm and reasonable expectations” (Th-Exch). A small group of participants felt that gender was 

not a strong factor in leadership, and that other factors such as personality or skillset played a 

more prominent role than gender (I-2, Th-Exch). Participant descriptions of excellent leadership 

were diverse, and also gendered. 
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Participants specifically discussed females in leadership. One identified that “really 

strong females [in leadership make] the work environment always better,” but are not going to 

get “on top of the tailgate doing that ‘rah rah’ speech. Follow me into battle…and that’s what we 

perceive to be the leader” (I-1). Another participant described a trade-off between being “really 

respected as a leader” as a female, but seen as “maybe not a nice person”, versus taking a more 

“feminine role or spin on leadership [where] you’re not respected as a leader, but you’re a really 

great person” (I-4). The impact of broader beliefs in society on the ideas of what constitutes 

leadership was cited as well – “our culture defines female [with] words such as delicate, 

sensitive, and dainty. These words would not be found under the title of a leader” (Th-Exch). 

Females in leadership were seen as both positive and problematic by participants. 

Participants also discussed males in leadership who have feminine leadership traits. This 

was identified as quite challenging for those males (I-5, Th-Exch). This was explored in greater 

detail by one interview participant, who said, “You [have] a lot of uncomfortable men in 

leadership who probably if they had support in being who they actually are…might be better 

leaders” (I-5). This sense of having “to be something that they’re not [is] awkward and 

uncomfortable for them and it shows because they’re just–they’re kind of squirming in their skin. 

And then I think that affects how they treat others as well” (I-5). Males in leadership described 

that there is pressure to perform. 

Many participants identified feminine leadership characteristics as desirable for leaders of 

all genders (I-1, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). However, there is still the perception that “anyone who 

comes into this job is looking for that kind of ‘captain’ that’s going to be more vocal” (I-1). This 

leads to some male and female leaders feeling the need to perform, like “they’re putting on a 

show” (I-4) in a way that is not authentic in order to achieve success (I-3, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). For 
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some women and men this may mean “they have to be tough to be respected,” and there is a 

perception that “most women who are successful in traditional male jobs tend to be more 

assertive [and] guarded about emotions” (Th-Exch). Excellence in leadership, which in theory 

was linked to feminine characteristics, was shown to be identified with masculinity in practice (I-

1, I-3, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). The idea of performance of gender while in a leadership position 

appeared to be common across genders. 

Participants identified a strong division in leadership traits based on gender, identifying 

“feminine characteristics” that include “empathy”, “soft skills”, being “more open to explain and 

support learning”, a “more cautious approach to hazard mitigation”, and that female leaders were 

less likely to engage in aggressive hazing of rookies (Th-Exch). In contrast, the “captain” role is 

seen as more masculine (I-1). In order to be seen as competent in leadership, “women generally 

must conform to and accept the masculine norms that are present within BCWS” (Th-Exch). 

This gendered division is further seen in role differentiation. 

Participants described how “there are still roles in BCWS that are deemed more 

‘female’…whereas other roles are deemed more ‘male’” (Th-Exch). For example, participants 

shared that leadership opportunities for females may involve being “expected to cook on 

deployment or be the ‘mother’/organizer of the crew” or “asked to take care of the paperwork” 

while “males are seen as the stronger of the two” and are given leadership opportunities related 

to chainsaw and vehicle operations (Th-Exch). In these descriptions, what constituted leadership 

for males and females was considerably different. 

To conclude Finding Two, wildland firefighters in the BCWS identified excellent 

leadership as providing support, establishing a mutually respectful environment, and possessing 

the humility to admit to failures. The interaction between gender and leadership is described in a 
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way that positioned feminine leadership characteristics as both desirable and problematic, and 

there is a perception that leaders must perform a certain type of leadership in order to achieve 

success (I-1, I-3, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). Overall, leadership appears to be “gendered” within the 

“masculine culture” (I-1, I-3, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch), though some felt gender was not a factor in 

leadership and that personality and skillset were primary determining factors (I-2, Th-Exch). I 

turn now to how participants see the ideal future for gender and leadership, in Finding Three. 

Finding Three: Participants believed that workplace performance should not be 

linked to gender in any way, and that diversity within the workplace is desirable. 

To explore my third subquestion, “What opportunities for growth in understanding 

gender and leadership exist within the BCWS?”, I asked wildland firefighters in the BCWS to 

share what they imagine to be the best future state for gender and leadership.  

The number of participants’ responses that described the future ideal for gender and 

leadership were split equally between two groups. Twenty–two of the responses identified the 

“best person for the job” where “gender doesn’t matter” and hiring is done “based entirely on the 

skills and abilities needed to perform the work” (Th-Exch). For many this is summed up by 

stating that gender simply ceases to matter (I-2, I-4, Th-Exch). In round two of the 

Thoughtexchange™ participants very highly ranked “merit” and “best person for the job” (Th-

Exch). The focus seemed to be almost entirely on hiring practices for the majority of 

participants. Among these participants, there was a strong sense that workplace performance 

should not be linked to gender in any way (I-2, I-4, Th-Exch). The idea that gender should not 

matter was validated in round two participant-ranking.  
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The other half of the strongest responses, twenty–three in total, identified that “equal 

representation” of gender would create “an inclusive, high functioning work environment” where 

“all crews have diverse representation” (I-1, I-5, Th-Exch). Diversity was seen as beneficial for 

crew performance and not as a moral caveat. Participants described that for them, diversity 

“makes for better decisions” (Th-Exch) and it “provide[s] the best product I can put out in my 

crew” (I-1). One participant explained in detail: 

For me, to have 20 six-foot-four rugby playing red meat eating kind of macho guys won’t 

be effective…Diversity means…you need females, you need the weird nerdy guy. You 

need the jock. You need the guy who’s good on computers. You need the girl who’s done 

forestry school. You need diversity, because if you have a team that’s full of the same 

people, long term, I don’t think it’s sustainable (I-1). 

Sustainability is understood by these participants to mean that the current state inspires the future 

state– “more female leaders empower future ones” (Th-Exch). This perspective, although it made 

up half of the strongest responses in round one, was not validated in round two participant-

ranking. 

 Discussion of leadership training also emerged in the data. Participants identified that 

there is a “big gap” in leadership training and that a “much more sophisticated understanding of 

human factors and social relationships in complex decision-making” would be the ideal end state 

(Th-Exch). This ideal also included leaders seeing “themselves as facilitators” who are 

“equipped with the skills to know potential issues and the tools to be able to solve problems 

when they arise” (Th-Exch). I will discuss training more in Finding Four, as this is where it 

factored more strongly in participant data.  
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 To conclude Finding Three, given the roughly equal split in the data on this topic, it is 

clear that participants both value workplace performance as being kept separate from gender, and 

also want to see an increase in gender diversity within the BCWS leadership (I-1, I-2, I-3, I-5, 

Th-Exch). Part of this includes re-envisioning how leadership may look going forward into a 

high-performing, gender diverse future, including a more thorough understanding and practice of 

“human factors”, which is the wildland fire post-incident debrief lens that reveals the ways 

human interactions affect wildland fire outcomes (Th-Exch). I turn now to the action steps that 

participants suggested in order to bring this ideal future about, in Finding Four. 

Finding Four: Participants suggested action steps that focused on creating 

conversations about culture. 

To explore my fourth subquestion, “What steps might be taken to support gender-

responsive leadership in the BCWS?,” I asked wildland firefighters in the BCWS what action 

steps they thought needed to occur for their best imagined future state to become a reality. 

Three relatively equal strength themes emerged from the data, which were: recommendations to 

create a conversation about gender in wildland fire; to examine the hiring and succession 

planning processes currently in place to ensure that biases are removed; and, to actively support 

females. Leadership training was mentioned frequently (I-1, I-2, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch) and 

specifically, a focus on “chang[ing] the culture through training” with “more focus on 

professionalism and ethics” (Th-Exch). The suggestions went beyond leadership training and 

into culture. 

Creating a conversation was described more specifically as “opening up a conversation 

around BCWS’s culture” utilizing a “proactive and fun approach” with a warning to “not base 
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gender discussion on punitive outcomes” (Th-Exch). There is an imperative to “be aware and 

progressive” (Th-Exch). One participant identified that the conversation involves “asking the 

difficult questions…[because] being confronted with the actual nature of what happens to people 

(women and men) in our organization will wake a large number of people up to the current state 

and how bad it is. This will help start the conversation on improvement” (Th-Exch). 

Conversations about gender must be open and invite “collaboration” because then it “allows 

people to work as a team and to hear what other people are thinking” (Th-Exch). Additionally, 

conversations about the broader culture in society was linked to the need for cultural change in 

how gender is perceived within the BCWS. One interview participant described, “most people 

growing up, you know, dad’s getting the big piece of chicken and he’s the one calling the shots” 

(I-1). The idea that this is a problem outside of the BCWS as well as inside the culture, was 

mentioned by several participants (I-1, I-4, Th-Exch).  

There was strong agreement between round one of Thoughtexchange™ and interview 

data that conversations are important to ensure that wildland firefighters can question the status 

quo, engage together on the issues around gender and leadership, and do so in a safe space free 

from punitive outcomes (I-1, I-2, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). Conversation about gender did not factor at 

all in round two participant-ranking.  

Examining the hiring and succession practices were a strong focus in round two 

participant-ranking of the Thoughtexchange™. Specifically, a recommendation to “do away 

with” competency-based interviews, and expressions of discontent with the lack of clarity around 

succession planning (Th-Exch). Examining these processes for recruitment, hiring, and 

succession planning was recommended with the end goal of “removing all biases toward specific 

gender/racial/age groups” including establishing a “task team” to “examine recruiting to hire 
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ratios” (Th-Exch). Although one interview participant felt that “50 percent men and 50 percent 

women as a rough number” would create the diversity needed to enhance self-awareness and 

sensitivity towards others in the workplace (I-5), interspersed with comments about equality in 

hiring and succession were also strong statements cautioning against quotas, e.g., “do NOT ever 

go to a quota system” (Th-Exch). “Quotas sound scary,” explained one interview participant (I-

1). They also explained that for them, “quotas are a chicken-shit way of doing it because…that 

means we’ve failed a hundred times leading up to that point” (I-1). Currently there is no quota 

system, nor has there been one historically within the BCWS (Province of BC). However, there 

are perceptions that females are favoured in an informal ‘quota’ system (I-3, I-4, Th-Exch). One 

participant explained the effects that the perception of a quota today has had at the crew level: 

In our organization the women have to work a lot harder. And…it’s hard too, 

because you have people that say, ‘Well they have to hire this many women, so that’s 

why you got the job.’ And…from my perspective [it’s] the total opposite. You not 

only work your ass off to get the job, but then you have to listen to somebody tell 

you that you got the job because they had…to fill their quota and…I think that’s 

really unfair (I-4). 

It is possible that both females and males may have significant challenges with a quota system (I-

3, I-4, Th-Exch). However, there is also evidence among participants that “more women” is an 

action step they want to see (I-5, Th-Exch). 

 Participants described supporting females in the workplace in a number of ways, 

including targeted recruitment through “promoting labour jobs to young girls while in 

elementary and high school” (Th-Exch) because young girls are perceived to be socialized to 

believe wildland firefighting is exclusively male (I-4, Th-Exch). This also extends to having 
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“women recruit other women” and ads that reduce the sense of “intimidation” prospective female 

wildland firefighters might feel (Th-Exch). Once in the organization, participants identified how 

imperative positive female role models and mentorship are for both female leaders and potential 

leaders (I-1, I-3, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). This was also identified as a challenge, however, as some 

current female leaders “aren’t very supportive of the women that are working below them” (I-4) 

or seem “less approachable” (I-3) than male leaders. Participants identified that this may be due 

to the struggle to be seen as competent that females in leadership must undertake within the 

culture, and coping behaviours that are adopted as a result (I-4, Th-Exch). Additional support for 

females in mid-to-end of career were also recommended, although with a caveat– “more women 

in managerial fireline or operations roles–but only if they’re adequately suited for the job” (Th-

Exch). A strong sense was apparent that females contribute positively, and have a big role to play 

in creating positive cultural change through inspiring others. 

 Additional action steps that ranked less highly but were mentioned frequently in the data 

were comments that focused on accountability (I-2, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). Continuity within the 

BCWS on how reporting and follow-up occurred for incidents relating to respectful workplace 

issues, including gender discrimination and sexual harassment, was highlighted as a problem 

requiring more attention (I-2, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). “Women need to know that it is ok to draw their 

personal boundaries without fear of social backlash or impacting their career” (Th-Exch). One 

participant suggested that “we need to identify and discourage harmful attitudes and behaviours” 

and that this includes supervisory staff: “accountability for actions regardless of who you are, 

including the same processes for all” (Th-Exch). It is also important that accountability comes 

from within: “everybody needs to hold themselves to the standard…It’s not just about what their 

supervisor tells them…it’s ownership, it’s owning it and making sure that it happens” (I-2). 
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Participants also identified the need for an anonymous (safe) method of reporting, that all 

complaints be taken seriously, fully investigated, and followed up on, including legal 

consequences if applicable (Th-Exch).   

 To conclude Finding Four, participants identified action steps for creating their ideal 

future. These focused on three relatively equal strength themes that emerged from the data: 

recommendations to create a conversation about gender in wildland fire; to examine the hiring 

and succession planning processes currently in place to ensure that biases are removed; and, to 

actively support females. Leadership training to create cultural change, and increased 

accountability through reporting were also identified. I turn now to Finding Five, which explores 

the dissonance between rounds one and two in the Thoughtexchange™ process. 

Finding Five: Participant-ranked data did not recognize the negative experiences 

affecting females. 

 This finding is not linked to a specific inquiry question or subquestions, but emerged 

from the data analysis. In round one, participants shared a high number of experiences that 

represent negative impacts to females in the workplace, and in participant-ranked data these high 

number of experiences did not receive validation. On the contrary, the small number of 

experiences that represented negative impacts to males due to perceived female favouritism in 

the workplace were participant-ranked highly. Within the data, experiences of gender difference 

that were expressed with negative effects towards females numbered fifty–one, and by 

comparison the number of experiences that expressed favouritism towards females numbered at 

ten. Yet during participant ranking, the high volume of experiences described by mostly female 

participants were not assigned a high ranking by the number of stars they received. Instead, a 
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small number of responses that described “reverse discrimination” and “preferential treatment” 

given to women, received validation in round two participant-ranking (Th-Exch).  This meant 

that participants gave a large number of stars to the ten responses that described favouritism 

towards females, and gave a very low number of stars to the fifty–one responses that described 

gender difference with negative effects towards women.  

It is interesting to note that participants also described “sub-cultures and individuals 

within BCWS whose attitudes create extremely negative and hostile work environments for 

women” (Th-Exch) and that “on many crews, teams and in many offices an ‘old boys’ club 

persists. This broader cultural paradigm impacts the way that women are viewed and treated 

within our organization. This culture needs to shift” (Th-Exch). Participants addressed the need 

for cultural change. It is necessary to ask whether the culture that needs changing may be 

surfacing here in the participant-ranking round of Thoughtexchange™? Numerous examples of 

negative treatment towards females and some males were effectively ignored. When participants 

viewed ten responses that identified favouritism towards females, and fifty that identified gender 

difference causing negative treatment towards females, they made sense of that information by 

agreeing that women, as minorities, are treated better and that “feminism has overachieved” (Th-

Exch). The perspectives of those who feel that women are both “underperform[ing]” and 

receiving “preferential treatment” must be taken into account, as the very high ranking of a small 

minority of perspectives highlights a behaviour that is based on interpretation and beliefs rooted 

in cultural norms.  

To conclude Finding Five, there is evidence that the dominant culture validates a few 

ingrained voices, and successfully invalidates many voices who share experiences about a work 

culture that challenges and at times harasses the gender minority. When shown information in a 
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5:1 ratio that expressed experiences of gender difference that negatively affect females as 

compared to females receiving favouritism, participants made sense of that information by 

agreeing that females receive favouritism due to being a gender minority. 

 I turn now to a discussion of the study conclusions, which are built upon the five findings 

outlined above. I will close this chapter with the scope and limitations.  

Study Conclusions 

The findings from the Thoughtexchange™ and interview data support and inform the study 

conclusions. The conclusions are linked to the subquestions for this inquiry, and to the literature 

explored in Chapter Two. These conclusions respond to the research question this inquiry asked, 

which was, “How might understanding gender and leadership support excellence in the British 

Columbia Wildfire Service?” In this section, study conclusions are summarised, and then 

explored in detail: 

1. There is evidence that gender discrimination is occurring.  

2. There is a perceived trade-off between gender diversity and excellence. 

3. Fostering diversity requires enhanced leadership learning at all levels. 

4. Addressing gender discrimination requires cultural change. 

5. The current culture appears to invalidate the voices of gender minorities. 

In the study conclusions, I will begin by summarizing participant experiences, and then briefly 

compare and contrast these with literature from the Chapter Two literature review. I will close 

each conclusion with a summary paragraph linking inquiry findings to the literature. 
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Conclusion One: There is evidence that gender discrimination is occurring. 

This conclusion is related to the first subquestion, which was “What are the specific 

experiences of gender and leadership among wildland firefighters in the BCWS?” This 

conclusion is supported by Finding One, which is “Participants described that gender makes a 

difference in how they are treated at work.”  

Participant experiences. 

Participants described that gender does make a difference in how they are treated at work 

and that this negatively affects both females and males (Th-Exch, I-1, I-3, I-4, I-5). Furthermore, 

behaviours that affected female participants took the form of belittlement, having physical, 

cognitive, and leadership capabilities questioned, and what one participant identified as “sexism 

and misogyny” in the workplace on a regular basis (I-1, I-3, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). Participants 

shared that these behaviours created an environment where females felt the need to prove 

themselves in order to out-shine the association of weakness with their gender, and that this 

coping mechanism often didn’t resolve the behaviours but instead created a perception of being 

overzealous, which led to further judgement from others (I-4, Th-Exch). Female wildland 

firefighters described that the behaviours towards them create an experience that can be lonely, 

where belonging was an unresolved question, or in continuous flux (I-4, Th-Exch). Male 

participants also reported negative experiences of gender at work (I-1, I-5, Th-Exch). For some 

participants, the “macho” culture was connected to a feeling of self-censorship especially related 

to emotions and sensitivity which are perceived as weakness (I-1, I-5, Th-Exch). For other 

participants, there was a sense of male victimization due to perceived favouritism towards 

females as a minority (Th-Exch). These findings will now be discussed in the context of other 

gender research within wildland fire. 
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Literature. 

The literature reviewed for this inquiry in Chapter Two covered gender research in 

wildland fire studies based in Canada, Australia, the United States of America, and one multi-

national study; within multiple wildland fire response agencies; and, spanning a timeframe 

between 2007 to 2016. Each of these studies have found that gender discrimination is a 

significant factor in the everyday experiences of wildland firefighters (Association for Fire 

Ecology, 2016; Desmond, 2007; Eriksen, 2014a, b; Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; Eriksen et al., 2016; 

Pacholok, 2013). As described in Chapter Two, the most recent study, released in December 

2016, described that the results from their research indicated “a serious problem in the wildland 

fire vocation” (Association for Fire Ecology, p. 3). They further defined the problem as, the 

presence of “deeply embedded issues of sexual harassment and gender discrimination, mostly 

against women, in the wildland fire vocation” (p. 3). The Canadian Human Rights Commission 

(CHRC) defined gender discrimination as, “an action or a decision that treats a person or a group 

negatively [based on the protected grounds of] sex” (CHRC, 2013). In comparison to the CHRC 

definition, in this study gender discrimination was found in the attitudes, beliefs, opinions, and 

experiences shared by participants (I-1, I-3, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). Participants did not share 

specifically about any one instance of discrimination on the part of the employer towards the 

employees. Rather, gender discrimination was shared as part of a cultural norm within wildland 

fire, as has been identified by other research. As discussed in Chapter Two, there is general 

agreement among researchers currently studying gender in wildland fire that this is a vocational, 

or professional issue, and that the scope of this issues spans multiple wildland fire agencies 

across multiple countries.  
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This inquiry is the second gender research study undertaken within the context of the 

BCWS. As discussed in Chapter Two, Pacholok (2013) inquired into whether moments of crisis 

might “destabilize gender relations” and act as “catalysts for gender change” within the industry 

(p. 105). Her work found that while the crisis created by the perceived failure of firefighters to 

contain the 2003 Kelowna Mountain Park fires did create questions about gender for firefighters 

struggling to make sense of the events, ultimately “firefighting masculinities” undertook 

momentary adaptations, but did not engage in a paradigmatic shift (p. 107). The “heroic 

exemplars” remained, and “stories that constructed femininity as inadequate and inferior” 

factored strongly in the way firefighters in her study understood themselves, and others (p. 107). 

The “firefighting masculinities” that Pacholok (2013, p. 107) identified are comparable to the 

gendered experiences that participants described in this inquiry. While no longitudinal study 

within the BCWS has been specifically undertaken to measure the changes in gender over time, 

when comparing Pacholok’s (2013) study from the 2003 fire season to the findings in this 2016 

inquiry, there are notable similarities.  

Summary. 

Based on the inquiry findings, an examination of the CHRC definition of gender 

discrimination, and compared with literature containing other gender research based in wildland 

fire and within the BCWS, it appears that gender discrimination is occurring within the BCWS. 

This does not mean that the organization is discriminating against employees through specific 

actions, but rather that the culture of wildland fire, as present within the ingrained everyday 

practices of BCWS employees, associated masculinity with strength, and femininity with 

weakness. Participants in this inquiry shared that as a result of these beliefs, wildland firefighters 

who appear or act more feminine experience negative effects. 
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The reality of gender discrimination in the wildland fire profession as a whole, and 

specifically experienced by participants in the BCWS as revealed through this inquiry, must not 

be diminished. There are inspiring ideals that exist within the profession that provide a vision of 

a more inclusive future. The second conclusion in this inquiry focuses on the interplay between 

the ideals of wildland firefighters and their actions. I turn now to a discussion of excellence, and 

explore how participants defined and experienced excellence in leadership in the context of the 

masculinized culture of wildland fire in the BCWS.  

Conclusion Two: There is a perceived trade-off between gender diversity and 

excellence. 

This conclusion responds to the second subquestion in this inquiry, which was, “What 

stories of excellence about gender and leadership do wildland firefighters in the BCWS share?,” 

and is supported by Finding Two, “Participants valued leaders that provide support, create 

mutually respectful environments and possess the humility to admit mistakes.”  

Participant experiences. 

Participants in this inquiry described excellence in leadership as supportive, respectful, 

humble, pursuit of “excellence not recognition” and also identified setting “clear objectives and 

set[ting] firm and reasonable expectations” (Th-Exch). However, they also linked leadership 

with performance of gender norms, and described leaders as a “captain” who leads into battle (I-

1). They identified that female leaders are perceived as unable to fulfill, or will have great 

difficulty in fulfilling, the cultural expectations of what leadership is within wildland fire (I-1, I-

4, I-5, Th-Exch). The performance of masculinity also affected male leadership negatively (I-5, 

Th-Exch), and was seen to be the cause of discomfort among some male leaders who could not 
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truly be themselves (I-5), or express emotions in ways perceived as being sensitive, which would 

be seen as weak (I-1, I-5, Th-Exch). A feminine approach to leadership was described as 

showing a more mindful approach to risk, being empathetic, willing to teach and explain with 

more patience, and less likely to engage in bullying or hazing (Th-Exch). It seemed that feminine 

characteristics were valued in leadership but also seen as problematic. Being seen as effective for 

female leaders was associated with performance of masculine characteristics, by being assertive 

and emotionally guarded (I-4, I-5, Th-Exch), which typically earned the label of “bitch” (Th-

Exch). On the other hand, compliance with the broader cultural characteristics associated with 

females in contemporary Western society would gain social rewards, but not respect as a leader 

(I-4, Th-Exch). Based on participant experiences of leadership, the performance of masculinity is 

perceived inconsistently in leaders.  

Among participants, masculinity was generally equated with effectiveness in leaders, with 

the caveat that female leaders seem unable to be perceived as both effective and likeable (I-1, I-

3, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). The performance of feminine characteristics was seen as weak in males, 

and socially compliant in females, but not respected as leadership in either males or females (I-1, 

I-3, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). However, when participants shared their ideals of excellence in 

leadership they identified feminine characteristics (Th-Exch). This signified a perceived trade-off 

between gender diversity and excellence. This trade-off is that the actual experiences shared by 

participants associate masculinity with excellence and femininity with weakness, yet the stated 

ideals for leaders included feminine characteristics. Leaders appear to be balancing the need to 

be seen as effective against the desire to express a diverse set of gendered characteristics.  
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Literature. 

In the literature, this behaviour is associated with culture. In Chapter Two, culture was 

defined as a “pattern of shared basic assumptions learned by a group as it solved its problems of 

external adaptation and internal integration” (Schein, 2010, p. 18). As presented in the literature 

review, culture can be seen through three aspects: artefacts, which are visible items, structures, 

and processes, including observed behaviour; “espoused beliefs and values”, which include 

ideologies and the ways actions are explained; and, “basic underlying assumptions,” which are 

unconscious (Schein, 2010, p. 24). Within a group, cultural problems arise when the “beliefs and 

values that provide meaning and comfort to the group are not congruent with the beliefs and 

values that correlate with effective performance” (p. 27). In this case, participants identified that 

the values they correlate to excellence in leadership are mutual respect, humility, and 

supportiveness (Th-Exch). These are the espoused values that would make an excellent leader, 

by their own definition. Yet the beliefs and values that exist in actual daily experiences are 

falling short of those ideals, because some of these characteristics are associated with femininity, 

which is seen as ineffective and weak, and are discriminated against.  

The connection between masculinity, femininity, and perceptions of strength and weakness 

have been explored in gender research in wildland fire. As discussed in Chapter Two, research 

has found that the stories some firefighters use to make sense of their world differentiate between 

specific expressions of masculinity that create “good” firefighters, and everyone else, who are 

perceived as less than (Pacholok, 2013, p. 39). Similarly, Desmond (2007) identified that in his 

study of wildland fire culture, male wildland firefighters performed rural masculinity by 

continuously defining themselves by demeaning everything that they considered feminine. More 

broadly, gender research in wildland fire has found that some expressions of masculinity are 
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considered strong at the expense of femininity, or in ways that completely exclude femininity 

from the label of ‘strong’, and that this appears to be consistent throughout the profession 

(Desmond, 2007; Eriksen, 2014a; Pacholok, 2013). This perceived binary seems unsustainable in 

leadership roles within wildland fire as tasks become more diversified, and leadership skillsets 

must expand beyond characteristics considered traditionally masculine (Childs, Morris, & 

Ingham, 2004). According to participants in this study, this was unsustainable because only some 

expressions of masculinity was seen as strong, and yet excellence in leadership has been defined 

by participants as incorporating characteristics and behaviours that traditionally are both 

masculine and feminine characteristics. Both the literature and this study agree that in wildland 

fire culture certain expressions of masculinity are equated with strength (Desmond, 2007; 

Eriksen, 2014a; Pacholok, 2013; I-1, I-3, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). In both the literature (Childs, 

Morris, & Ingham, 2004) and among participants in this study (Th-Exch), successful leadership 

within wildland fire require a balance of feminine and masculine characteristics for success.  

Summary. 

The trade-off between gender diversity and excellence placed wildland firefighters who are 

leaders, or aspire to be leaders, in the midst of a difficult and ongoing choice. They must embody 

masculinity at all costs in order to be seen as effective in daily work within the masculinized 

culture. Yet doing so means that they are, by their own espoused values (as evidenced in this 

inquiry), not living up to ideals of excellence. This trade-off demonstrates how wildland 

firefighters in this inquiry either live up to the masculinized cultural norms within wildland fire 

or cultivate the gender diverse characteristics within themselves required to be excellent leaders.  

The data also revealed that participants indicated an openness for learning about gender, 

and a willingness to expand the ways that leadership is understood within wildland fire (I-1, I-2, 
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I-3, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). Within the masculinized culture of wildland fire within the BCWS, there 

appears to be a growing awareness of the need for, and a readiness to engage with, change 

related to gender and leadership in the BCWS. I turn to this potential in Conclusion Three. 

Conclusion Three: Fostering diversity requires enhanced leadership learning at all 

levels. 

This conclusion addresses the third subquestion in this inquiry, which was, 

“What opportunities for growth in understanding gender and leadership exist within the BCWS?” 

This conclusion is supported by Findings Three and Four. These are: “Participants believed that 

workplace performance should not be linked to gender in any way, and that diversity within the 

workplace is desirable;” and, “Participants suggested action steps that focused on creating 

conversations about culture.”  

Participant experiences. 

The future of leadership was an area of disagreement within the data. Participants’ 

responses were split in roughly half between twenty-one responses that expressed a desire to see 

future workplace performance as being kept separate from gender, and twenty-two responses that 

expressed a desire to see future increase in gender diversity within the BCWS leadership (I-1, I-

2, I-3, I-5, Th-Exch). The opinion that leadership, which appeared to be interpreted solely in the 

context of hiring practices, should be kept separate from gender was validated within round two 

participant-ranking (Th-Exch). This focus on hiring practices as the sole expression of gender 

and leadership was not shared with the other half of responses, which identified multiple 

contexts where gender and leadership interact (I-1, I-2, I-3, I-5, Th-Exch). One interview 

participant explained that diversity, for them, meant excellence and sustainability on a crew; they 
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chose to hire women not because of a moral imperative, but because it led to high-performance 

(I-1). In responses that identified an increase in gender diversity was desirable, this insight 

seemed to be shared (I-3, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). This shows that among participants, diversity is 

seen as both a threat in the context of hiring practices and perceptions of undeserved favouritism 

towards gender minorities at the expense of excellence, and also as a necessary and desirable 

leadership growth step within the BCWS.  

Participants identified that future action steps they wanted to see spanned a range of 

options. Participants gave recommendations to create a conversation about gender in wildland 

fire; to examine the hiring and succession planning processes currently in place to ensure that 

biases are removed; and, to actively support females (I-1, I-3, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). Leadership 

training was mentioned frequently (I-1, I-2, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch) and specifically, a focus on 

“chang[ing] the culture through training” with “more focus on professionalism and ethics” (Th-

Exch). Participants expressed that learning about gender should take the form of supportive, non-

punitive measures, and that the focus is on enabling organization members to succeed in creating 

the ideal future, rather than punishing them for not currently living up to that ideal (I-1, Th-

Exch). Cultural change and bias will be explored in conclusion four.  

Literature. 

This section will link literature on gender research, culture, and leadership to inquiry 

findings. 

Gender research. 

Literature in the field of gender research in wildland fire has discussed gender diversity as 

a threat. As discussed in Chapter Two, research has shown that female wildland firefighters, as 
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visible and embodied representations of gender diversity, may trigger a “threat-to-power” 

response, and that this is persistent even as higher supervisory positions are attained (Association 

for Fire Ecology, 2016, p. 4). Others have identified that gender diversity is discouraged through 

cultural processes of discrimination, and in the case of wildland firefighter masculine identities, 

so thoroughly linked with the male body and masculinity that it may seem impossible that 

anyone ‘other’ than the white male majority would be capable, or desirous of taking on that job 

(Desmond, 2007; Pacholok, 2013). This interaction between power and the body relate to the 

concepts of hegemony and the gendered relationship with power that were discussed in Chapter 

Two. Specifically, power relations are maintained through “cultural consent, discursive 

centrality, institutionalisation, and the subordination and marginalization of alternatives” 

(Eriksen, 2014a, p. 7). Hegemony is created through the validation of rural masculinity within 

wildland fire (Desmond, 2007). The result of hegemonic masculinity is that the values and 

practices are integrated so seamlessly that they become unquestioned and naturalized. 

Nevertheless, one half of the responses in this inquiry described a desire for more options to 

open up in terms of how wildland firefighters perceived leadership, so that increased diversity is 

possible (Th-Exch). Interview participants agreed with this need for diversity and for alternatives 

to the status quo as a way of ensuring leadership excellence (I-1, I-4, I-5). The importance of 

providing an alternative to hyper-masculinity has been emphasized in both the literature and by 

participants in this study. 

Culture. 

Literature on culture explored in Chapter Two identified the tension between group and 

individual change. Individual meaning is created through group norms (Gergen & Gergen, 2008; 

Schein, 2010; Syvantek & Brown, 2000; Weisbord, 2012), and yet the power of an individual 
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can affect cultural change (Jetten & Hornsey, 2010; Marsh, Schroeder, Dearden, Sternin, & 

Sternin, 2004; Morton, 2010). This means that gender discrimination is a result of social 

processes that occur both within the individual and the culture. Leadership is not immune from 

these social processes. As discussed in Chapter Two, meaning is created through relationships in 

a system (Gergen & Gergen, 2008; Hosking, 2007), and “as a living system self-organizes, it 

develops shared understanding of what’s important, what’s acceptable behaviour, what actions 

are required, and how these actions will get done” (Wheatley, 2005, p. 66). In the midst of these 

social processes that form culture, power and status are significant limiting factors (Morton, 

2010). Among some participants in this inquiry, there was recognition that gender diversity 

would lead to excellence, both in the broader wildland fire community and also in terms of 

gender diverse characteristics within the individual leader (I-1, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). The limiting 

factors were that other participants felt that gender diversity may lead to weakness (Th-Exch). 

This resonated with the literature on power and status within the culture, in that femininity is 

seen as having less power and status within wildland fire culture (Desmond, 2007; Eriksen, 

2014a; Pacholok, 2013). However, the identification of femininity as desirable and linked to 

excellence, while simultaneously being linked to threat (Th-Exch), connects with the concept of 

positive deviance that was discussed in Chapter Two.  

It is likely that characteristics and behaviours that seem deviant are associated with threat. 

Morton (2010) engaged the assumption that deviants are a threat to the group, and identified that 

they may in fact be working for the benefit of the group by instigating growth and learning. 

When positive deviance is understood as an adaptive trait, as in the case of femininity, then it 

may be seen as a strategic bid for cultural change rather than a threat to group norms. Participant 

findings seem to agree that this may be the case, and so a degree of flexibility and an enhanced 
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possibility for change is introduced into the iterative, relational formation of culture. In sum, 

participants in this inquiry expressed a desire to see both an increase in diversity, and support for 

females, and an increased awareness of bias (I-1, I-1, I-3, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). This means that 

adaptive traits are being recognized, and valued by the whole, and that, as Morton (2010) 

suggested, there are strengths that might be built on to the benefit of the larger group.  

Leadership. 

The individual within the system was discussed in Chapter Two. Leadership is not separate 

from the group, and when leadership is situated within these processes where interrelationships 

between follower and leader are linked to identity formation and effective action, it becomes 

clear how the gender hegemony, like rural masculinity, may play a significant factor in shaping 

what constitutes good leadership (Eriksen et al., 2010; Eriksen, 2014a; Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; 

Eriksen et al., 2016; Pacholok, 2013). Perceptions of a leaders’ effectiveness are linked to their 

abilities to comply with the acceptable group behaviour, and to validate the identities of 

followers by personally embodying group norms. In order to understand this, the leader might 

see themselves through a systems lens, as a system-within-a-system (Senge et al., 2004; 

Wheatley, 2005). This approach to leadership, which sees the interconnections between 

individual and the group, is necessary in order to be successful in the midst of cultural change 

(Armenakis et al., 1993; Benjamin, 2013; Gergen & Gergen, 2008; Hersted & Gergen, 2013; 

Van Der Zee et al., 2004). Similarly, participants identified that there are tensions between group 

norms that see gender diversity both as a weakness and a strength (I-1, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch), and 

these findings resonate with the interconnection between the individual and the broader system 

itself. Engaging with the presence of gender discrimination in wildland fire culture in the BCWS 

means engaging with the internalization of the social processes that create gender discrimination 
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within individual wildland firefighters in the BCWS. Leadership learning to equip individuals 

within the broader culture may focus on seeing the interconnections, and identifying the power 

of positive deviance as a way of changing cultural norms. This resonated both with participant 

findings and within the literature.  

Additionally, as discussed in Chapter Two, heroic leadership has been reinforced so 

effectively that even when they have been proven to be less than ideal for managing complexity 

(Schein, 2013), the resilience of heroic leadership ideals persists (Fletcher, 2004). The 

combination of this leadership social process with the cultural value placed on masculinity 

through the power relations enacted by hegemonic rural masculinity, have been shown to create 

challenges for leaders, especially females (Bye, 2009; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2008; 

Desmond, 2007; Eriksen et al., 2010; Eriksen, 2014a; Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; Eriksen et al., 

2016; Pacholok, 2013; Tyler & Fairbrother, 2013). Negative effects may take the form of 

negative mental health effects for female leaders (Gardiner & Tiggeman, 1999); negative effects 

on perceived female leader effectiveness especially pertaining to power and risk (Fletcher, 2004; 

Groshev, 2002; Guinier, 1998; Kitzinger, 1991; Maxfield et al., 2010; Miller & Cummins, 1992); 

and also negative effects on the ability of female leaders to express themselves in either 

masculine or feminine ways without experiencing intense criticism (Eriksen et al., 2016). 

Participants in this study identified that leadership learning required focus on supporting females 

and in creating renewed standards around professionalism and ethics to support a more diverse 

workforce (I-1, I-2, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). In this way, the findings in this inquiry and the literature 

on leadership resonate with one another.  
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Summary. 

In summary, participants in this inquiry described that gender diversity in the future is seen 

both as a threat that is linked to poor performance (Th-Exch), and as a desired outcome linked to 

sustainability and excellence in leadership (I-1, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). Participants also indicated 

that action steps they wished to see included creating conversation about gender and leadership, 

identifying bias in hiring practices, support for females, and leadership training (I-1, I-2, I-4, I-5, 

Th-Exch). Insights from literature on culture and leadership substantiated participant 

experiences. Specifically, literature that revealed how the social processes of gender, culture, and 

leadership, work together to create the current culture, links into the participants’ desire for 

learning throughout the entire BCWS culture. Additionally, a focus on positive deviance as a 

powerful source for learning echoed the desire to see increased support for females in leadership. 

Finally, addressing the heroic leadership myth through leadership learning will help to foster an 

inclusive workforce. I turn now to a more thorough discussion of cultural change, and describe 

how participants envisioned a positive, inclusive future within wildland fire culture in the 

BCWS.  

Conclusion Four: Addressing gender discrimination requires cultural change. 

This conclusion addresses the fourth subquestion in this inquiry, which was, “What steps 

might be taken to support gender-responsive leadership in the BCWS?” This conclusion is 

supported by Finding Four, which was, “Participants suggested action steps that focused on 

creating conversations about culture.” I will briefly summarize participant experiences based on 

findings, and link this to relevant literature on culture, gender and leadership. 
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Participant experiences. 

Participants described that creating a conversation about culture needed to occur through a 

“proactive and fun approach” with a warning to “not base gender discussion on punitive 

outcomes” (Th-Exch). Conversations about gender must be open and invite “collaboration” 

because then it “allows people to work as a team and to hear what other people are thinking” 

(Th-Exch). The idea that facilitating conversations would be part of cultural change was linked 

to the abilities of wildland firefighters to question the status quo, engage together on the issues 

around gender and leadership, and do so in a safe space free from punitive outcomes (I-1, I-2, I-

4, I-5, Th-Exch). Three relatively equal strength themes emerged from the data in finding four, 

which were: recommendations to create a conversation about gender in wildland fire; to examine 

the hiring and succession planning processes currently in place to ensure that biases are removed; 

and, to actively support females (I-1, I-3, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). This conclusion is based on the first 

theme, and by correlate will also address the third. Specific action steps from participants, such 

as examining hiring practices, are addressed in Chapter Five’s recommendations.  

Literature. 

This section summarizes the literature related to cultural change, and to gender and 

wildland fire culture, that was presented in Chapter Two. 

Cultural change. 

The issue of cultural change as it related to gender discrimination presented significant, but 

not impossible challenges. Conclusion two discussed the dissonance between wildland fire 

culture’s espoused values and basic assumptions (Schein, 2010). This dissonance was expressed 

in the inquiry findings in the vision of excellent leadership that included the full spectrum of 
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human qualities from feminine to masculine, and the conflict that this caused within the 

masculine culture of wildland fire in the BCWS that valued only the masculine as strong. As 

discussed in the systems analysis in Chapter One, Schein (2010) identified that, when 

“incongruities exist between espoused values and basic assumptions, scandal and myth explosion 

become primary mechanisms of culture change. Nothing will change until the consequences of 

the actual operating assumptions create a public and visible scandal that cannot be hidden, 

avoided, or denied” (p. 291). For some participants in this inquiry, based on approximately half 

of the responses (I-1, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch), it appeared that the process of engaging in the 

Thoughtexchange™ created this experience of awareness-raising that was significant enough to 

trigger Schein’s (2010) described change. As discussed in Chapter Three, the system-wide 

conversation (Weisbord, 2012) that occurred through this inquiry enabled some members within 

the culture to recognize a cultural problem, and identify cultural change through conversation 

(more of it) as a suggested action step (I-1, I-3, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). There is evidence in the 

literature that this approach will be successful.  

Mental models, or frames, as discussed in Chapter Two, are not a static belief system or a 

list of values, but instead processes for “how we understand the world and how we take action” 

(Senge, 2006, p. 8). It is through action that these patterns are validated over time, and are taught 

as the way to think, feel, and be in relation to the problems of everyday life within that group 

(Schein, 2010). Research has shown that awareness of the need for cultural change will be 

exciting for some, and completely overwhelming for others (Armenakis et al., 1993; Rowe et al., 

2013; Schein, 2010; Senge, 2006). Successful cultural change has also been linked to a thorough 

understanding of the socially constructed nature of reality (Armenakis et al., 1993; Benjamin, 

2013; Gergen & Gergen, 2008; Hersted & Gergen, 2013; Van Der Zee et al., 2004). In Chapter 
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Two, the interconnections between gender as a social process, leadership as a social process, and 

cultural as a social process all reflect how important seeing the broader processes are as a first 

step in cultural change. In addition to seeing the interconnectedness within the culture, 

organizational readiness must be addressed. 

In Chapter One, the systems analysis discussed how organizational readiness for change is 

a key element of cultural change. Readiness means instilling the confidence needed for change 

among organization members. This is linked to research that has shown how some individuals 

will “avoid activities believed to exceed their coping abilities” (Armenakis et al., 1993, p. 572). 

This means that while it is important to participants, and substantiated within the literature, that 

conversations about culture within the BCWS involving gender discrimination be non-

judgemental, open, and embody humble inquiry (Schein, 2013), it is likely that these 

conversational skills may need to be taught. Creating readiness must both communicate the 

discrepancy, and “bolster the efficacy of organizational members regarding the proposed 

changes to reduce the discrepancy” (Armenakis et al., 1993, p. 572). The belief in themselves to 

be able to have the conversation about gender discrimination in a good and constructive way is 

therefore a first step for organization members on the path to organizational cultural change in 

the BCWS. 

 Cultural change literature, when compared with what participants shared in this inquiry, 

revealed that both participants and literature agree that engaging in open dialogue is a preferred 

method of creating cultural change. Participants’ suggestions to ensure that this is non-

judgemental and non-punitive resonated with the literature on creating readiness for change by 

approaching change in supportive ways.  
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Gender research and wildland fire cultural change. 

As discussed in Chapter Two, some gender researchers have identified that evidence of 

cultural change is happening within wildland fire culture. Pacholok (2013) suggested that in 

subcultures within the BCWS where women are more “normalized” as their diverse selves 

without enacting masculinity, there may begin to be a shift in the culture towards a future state 

where “multiple configurations of gender practice are celebrated” (p. 114). This change would 

likely be slow and challenging as it would occur within the organization. This suggestion that 

change relating to gender in wildland fire culture would be slow and difficult is shared by many 

(Association for Fire Ecology, 2016; Eriksen, 2014a; Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; Eriksen et al., 

2016; Pacholok, 2013). In general, the desired change has been described as a disruption of 

gender norms–which is the breaking apart of the binary where masculinity is associated with 

strength, and femininity with weakness (Eriksen, 2014a; Pacholok, 2013). Additional support for 

females that participants identified in this inquiry (I-1, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch), will require this shift 

in how gender is valued. Supporting females without addressing the cultural issues that relate 

femininity with weakness will likely continue triggering the threat-to-power response among 

their male peers that was discussed in Chapter Two (Association for Fire Ecology, 2016). 

Though an increase in the numbers of females in wildland fire is a desired outcome, the ideal 

future as described in gender research within wildland fire seems to be one where regardless of 

biological sex, wildland firefighters have access to all gendered characteristics without social 

penalties.  

 Summary. 

 Participants shared that the desired action steps towards change focused on cultural 

change through open conversations that were not punitive or judgemental (I-1, I-3, I-4, I-5, Th-
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Exch). The desire for cultural change through open dialogue was substantiated in the literature 

on cultural change and gender research. Organizational readiness for change must be attended to 

by instilling the confidence that members have the skills to engage in generative dialogue about 

gender, or the intimidation of culture change may cause disengagement (Armenakis et al., 1993). 

Gender research revealed that cultural change relating to gender discrimination in wildland fire 

culture is challenging but possible (Association for Fire Ecology, 2016; Eriksen, 2014a; Eriksen 

& Waitt, 2016; Eriksen et al., 2016; Pacholok, 2013). Participant suggestions for actions are 

substantiated within the literature on cultural change and gender research in wildland fire.  

Conclusion Five: The current culture appears to invalidate the voices of gender 

minorities. 

This conclusion emerged from within the data in this inquiry, and was not based on the 

research question or any of the subquestions. It is supported by finding five, which is 

“Participant-ranked data did not recognize the negative experiences affecting females.” I will 

summarize participant responses that led me to this finding, and engage further in analysis of 

how this came about. Then, I will link this to literature on the topic of cultural change, and 

gender.  

Participant experiences. 

This finding emerged from the data analysis process. Within the data, experiences of 

gender difference that were expressed with negative effects towards females numbered over 

fifty, and by comparison the number of experiences that expressed favouritism towards females 

numbered ten. Yet during participant ranking, the small number of responses that described 

“reverse discrimination” and “preferential treatment” given to women, received validation in 
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round two participant-ranking (Th-Exch). This meant that participants gave a large number of 

stars to the ten responses that described favouritism towards females, and gave a very low 

number of stars to the fifty responses that described gender difference with negative effects 

towards women. Within the data from round one of Thoughtexchange™, some participants 

identified that there is a “boy’s club” within the BCWS (Th-Exch), and explained that this 

culture needs to change (I-1, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). Participants addressed the need for cultural 

change, and it is possible that the very culture that needs changing is surfacing here in the 

participant-ranking step of the Thoughtexchange™. When participants viewed ten responses that 

identified favouritism towards females, and fifty that identified gender difference causing 

negative treatment towards females, they made sense of that information by agreeing that 

women, as minorities, are treated better and that “feminism have overachieved” (Th-Exch). I will 

link this to relevant literature on gender research and cultural change. 

Literature. 

This section will link literature on gender research, and cultural change to inquiry findings.  

Gender research. 

As identified in Chapter Two of this thesis, there is a body of literature within gender 

research that addresses masculinity. Within the current cultural norms that configure masculinity 

as strong, and femininity as weak, men continue to enjoy the benefits of invisible privilege 

(Connell & Messerschmidt, 2008; Katz, 2012; Kimmel, 2015; Kimmel, 2010; Kimmel et al, 

2005). These benefits over time become naturalized, and so they appear normal, and therefore 

invisible. Kimmel (2015) described the need to engage men’s “sense of entitlement” (7:13) in the 

conversation about gender. He also identified that because a “level playing field”, as it is 
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currently understood within a culture based on gender discrimination, is one where females are 

significantly disadvantaged, any action that shifts that balance can appear as “reverse 

discrimination” to those who are unaware of their privilege (7:34). This real and perceived loss 

of privileges can trigger a significant emotional reaction among some males that must be 

considered when cultural change concerning gender discrimination within wildland fire is 

considered. 

The emotional reality of men is a very important facet of gender research. In a male-

dominated workplace like wildland fire and the BCWS, it is imperative that these realities not be 

overlooked if cultural change involving gender is to be successful. Kimmel’s (2010) study, 

discussed in Chapter Two, identified that some men experienced emotions ranging from anxiety 

to anger at what is perceived as the invasion of women into ‘their’ work spaces. When Kimmel 

(2010) encountered a group of male firefighters, they described that there were no more places 

for them to be men. These emotional reactions to women in previously male-dominated 

workplace does not seem to be limited to structural firefighters, and includes wildland 

firefighters (Dotson, 2016). These reactions seem to be common among the literature. 

 Comparing literature described in Chapter Two on gender and masculinity with the 

findings in this study reveal insights into the conflicted experiences of some participants, both 

male and female. In this study, there were ten responses that identified females as benefitting 

from favouritism and an overachievement of feminism, and these expressed how 

underperforming women are to blame for the sexism women perceive being directed towards 

them (Th-Exch). These were similar to the experiences of men in Kimmel’s (2010) study. The 

sense that even a small number of women is too much, or that the presence of women might ruin 

an all-male experience, was common between the literature (Desmond, 2007; Kimmel, 2010), 
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and participants in this study who felt that feminism had overachieved (Th-Exch) even though 

female fireline leaders constitute 5–13.5% of their cohort in the BCWS (Provincial Wildfire 

Coordination Centre, 2016). Females make up 24.6% of the total population of employees in the 

BCWS, and females in fireline leadership positions are 5–13.5% of the whole, which means that 

there is a proportional decrease in females in leadership when compared to the general 

population, of between 11.1–19.6%. If favouritism is occurring and females are being given 

leadership positions based on favouritism, then the 11.1–19.6% decrease in female representation 

does not align with that perception. If favouritism towards females were widespread, it is 

plausible that the numbers would be reversed, and there would be a disproportionate increase in 

females in leadership as compared to the overall population. It is possible that this is happening 

in very limited instances, but not plausible given the current statistics. This dissonance between 

the statistical reality and perception is related to culture. 

Cultural change. 

There are some insights that can be applied from within the literature on cultural change to 

assist in addressing the significant source of dissonance that is smouldering within wildland fire 

culture in the BCWS. Participants who shared in this inquiry revealed that there is disagreement 

between experiences, and how those experiences are valued, or the ways those experiences were 

explained (Th-Exch). In Chapter One, and earlier in this Chapter, we can recall Schein’s (2010) 

observation that when dissonance between espoused values and lived actions and beliefs occurs 

within a culture, then a visible, undeniable scandal is usually the means of change. However, 

participants were able to share their stories, and even if participant-ranked data in 

Thoughtexchange™ did not validate these stories, we can recall King’s (2003) cautionary words, 

which were described in Chapter Two. He shared that stories are not trivial, in fact, “once a story 
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is told, it cannot be called back…So you have to be careful with the stories you tell. And you 

have to watch out for the stories you are told” (King, 2003, p. 10). The voices of female 

firefighters were expressed through the Thoughtexchange™. What the participant-ranking round 

two revealed was that perhaps a greater amplification of that voice is required before the culture 

will acknowledge it. However, according to King (2003), the power of the story, once spoken, 

should not be underestimated.  

Summary. 

Participants in this inquiry shared a small number of responses that indicated experiences 

of females being treated favourably at the expense of males (Th-Exch). A large number of 

responses indicated that females are treated negatively due to gender difference, and yet when 

participants made sense of the data during a participant-ranked step in the Thoughtexchange™, 

they did not recognize female experiences of gender difference. Masculinity and gender 

researcher Michael Kimmel (2010), identified that in his study of young men in America, anxiety 

and anger were strong emotions for males who felt women were taking, invading, and winning at 

the expense of males. Participant experiences in this inquiry resonated with the literature on the 

emotional effects of invisible privilege on males in previously male-dominated work 

environments. Finally, culture has a powerful effect on the individual, and in this case, the stories 

shared by female firefighters may require more amplification before they are heard.  

Scope and Limitations. 

This research project was a qualitative inquiry designed with the aim of facilitating a 

conversation about gender and leadership among wildland firefighters within the BCWS. It was 

not designed as a longitudinal study to examine how behaviour and perceptions may have 

changed over time in reference to any other study, and this was not comparative between 
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wildland fire agencies either within or outside of Canada. This research was based on an 

inclusion criteria of being currently employed within the BCWS (p=1645) and with access to 

email, and was conducted during the fire season in 2016 with the aim of engaging as many 

participants as possible within the seasonal and non-seasonal workforce. It was gender inclusive, 

and also valued the experiences of female unequally in one stage of the study conduct, during 

semi-structured interviews (male=2, female=3). The disproportionate representation of females 

in this study (as compared to the overall population) in both the random sampling in the 

Thoughtexchange™ and in the purposeful sampling of interviews may have affected study 

findings.  

Limitations of the study were access to email for some participants. As mentioned in 

Chapter Three, in anecdotal stories from wildland firefighters during the fire season, and within 

two interviews, it became clear that at least three 20-person unit crews did not receive the email 

invitations at the crewmember levels, which were required for participation in the 

Thoughtexchange™ (I-3, I-4). The survey invitation was sent to “all BCWS” staff, but seasonal 

wildland firefighters do not have access to government email, so it was indicated that supervisors 

were to forward this email to their crewmembers (Appendix C, survey invitation). Accessing 

personal email lists was not available to me during this study. This may have resulted in some 

organization members who have the least amount of power within the organizational hierarchy 

being unable to share their thoughts, perspectives, and feelings about gender and leadership in 

the BCWS. Crew and non-crew based ratios thus disproportionately included the perspectives of 

those who were non-crew based as compared to the overall population. This limitation may have 

affected the data in some ways. 
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Additionally, as I am an insider to the organization, a wildland fire initial attack 

crewleader, and a female, my own standpoint may be a limitation. Inclusion criteria for 

interviews were based on the initial themes that emerged within the Thoughtexchange™, and, as 

mentioned previously in Chapter Three, I invited a participant to the interview who had been 

recommended by a member of the inquiry team as potentially able to provide insights into the 

standpoint that perceived females received favouritism within the BCWS as gender minorities. 

This person did not agree to participate, and did not contact me in any way. It is possible that 

additional insights into that standpoint were missed due to my presence in the research as lead 

researcher, and that my presence had other unknown effects on research outcomes (Schwalbe & 

Wolkomir, 2001; Yost & Chmielewski, 2013). I cannot erase my own presence; however, I 

utilized strategies to enhance my awareness of its effects and to ensure trustworthiness of the 

data, as outlined in Chapter Three. 

Chapter Summary 

 In this chapter I linked findings from this research to my research question, and 

supporting subquestions. This chapter also identified the scope and limitations of this study. The 

following chapter discusses the implications of this inquiry. It shares recommendations for action 

within the BCWS based on these findings and conclusions, and identify its contributions to the 

academic community, as well as opportunities for further study.  
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Chapter Five: Inquiry Implications 

 This chapter begins with a summary of this study’s findings and conclusions, and a 

restatement of the inquiry question. Then, it provides four recommendations based on participant 

suggestions and ongoing conversations with the project sponsors in the BCWS. These 

recommendations are listed in sequential order, though some may occur simultaneously. The 

recommendations can be thought of as potential steps within a process that is designed to achieve 

the ideal future state that participants in this study identified for the BCWS, related to gender and 

leadership within the wildland fire culture in the organization. I will also discuss the implications 

of these steps within the organizational context. Finally, this chapter will discuss the implications 

of this study within the academic community, and suggest areas for future study. 

Study Recommendations 

This inquiry project asked, “How might understanding gender and leadership support 

excellence in the British Columbia Wildfire Service?” It revealed five findings based on the 

Thoughtexchange™ survey and semi-structured interviews.  

Key findings. 

1. Participants described that gender makes a difference in how they are treated at work. 

2. Participants valued leaders that provide support, create mutually respectful 

environments, and possess the humility to admit mistakes. 

3. Participants believed that workplace performance should not be linked to gender in any 

way, and that diversity within the workplace is desirable. 
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4. Participants suggested action steps that focused on creating conversations about 

culture, examining hiring and succession planning to create equality, and providing 

support to females. 

5. Participant-ranked data did not recognize the negative experiences affecting females. 

These study findings supported the following conclusions. 

Conclusions. 

1. There is evidence that gender discrimination is occurring.  

2. There is a perceived trade-off between gender diversity and excellence. 

3. Fostering diversity requires enhanced leadership learning at all levels. 

4. Addressing gender discrimination requires cultural change. 

5. The current culture appears to invalidate the voices of gender minorities. 

The findings and conclusions together form the basis for the study recommendations. Where 

feasible, these recommendations link very closely into participant recommendations for action 

steps, while also remaining connected to senior leadership’s perspectives, and relevant literature 

on organizational change.  

Additionally, in a section called “Learning from the others: The CAF,” I draw on insights 

from Operation Honour, which is the CAF’s response to the external investigation into sexual 

misconduct that was undertaken by former Supreme Court Justice, Mme. Deschamps (2015). 

Chief Warrant Officer (CWO) Necole Belanger, CAF, agreed to contribute to this inquiry as a 

subject matter expert on gender and cultural change within command and control cultural 

environments. I interviewed her on November 2, 2016. She assisted with the initial start-up of 

Operation Honour. Within the wildland fire community there are no examples that provide as 
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rich and proactive an engagement with this issue, and so I have utilized the CAF’s example as 

the ‘best of what is,’ at this current time. I turn now to the study’s recommendations. 

Recommendation One: Commit to acknowledging and resolving gender 

discrimination within the BCWS. 

The most important action within the BCWS in light of the findings and conclusions in this 

inquiry, is to undertake a renewed approach to resolving gender discrimination as it exists within 

wildland fire culture within the organization. Gender discrimination has been documented as a 

vocational problem facing wildland fire response agencies globally (Association for Fire 

Ecology, 2016; Eriksen, 2014a; Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; Eriksen et al., 2016; Pacholok, 2013); 

and within the BCWS by gender research prior to this inquiry (Pacholok, 2013). I now engage in 

a discussion of potential options.   

Task force or external review? 

In the findings of this inquiry, participants suggested creating a Task Force dedicated to 

investigating gender issues, which were specifically identified as: recruitment, hiring, succession 

and retention of females, mentorship, cultural perceptions surrounding operational capabilities 

and job function, maternity leave, leadership ethics and professionalism, sexual harassment and 

gender discrimination, and accountability (I-1, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). Increased accountability 

related to sexual harassment and gender discrimination was explained in detail by participants, 

and it was indicated by participants that currently within the organization there is not an 

anonymous or safe reporting process that provides victims the ability to report instances without 

significant emotional, psychological, and career-related implications (I-5, Th-Exch). Current 

processes were described as creating a second wave of victimization for people who filed 
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complaints, based on the social repercussions they experienced in their place of work (I-5, Th-

Exch). Fear of speaking out was indicated (I-3, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). A Task Force dedicated to 

investigating these issues and formulating specific recommendations related to the list of 

participant concerns would actualize participant suggestions for action in this inquiry. However, 

it is worth questioning whether an internal Task Force would fulfill the intended purpose put 

forth by participants. Looking outside the wildland fire community, it is prudent to consider the 

CAF’s approach to similar unintended outcomes within the context of their profession.  

Learning from others: The CAF. 

In discussing internal versus external investigations as a method of assessing the issues 

with CWO Belanger, some key insights arose. She described that professionalism is not “an 

inherent right…simply because you wear this uniform. That right…must be conferred [on us] by 

the Canadian public, and if we breach that social contract…[then] we lose the right to investigate 

ourselves, a component of being a professional body” (Belanger, November 2, 2016). She 

cautioned against utilizing internal investigation teams on the issues relating to sexual 

harassment and gender discrimination for two reasons. One, the existence of these issues signal a 

loss of trust relating to the social contract between the public and the uniformed professions; and 

two, it is possible that internal investigative teams will find “nothing wrong” because they are a 

part of the culture in question. She described a cause-and-effect cycle based on “the behaviour 

we condoned as an organization was the behaviour that was allowed to seep into our culture, 

which in turn was rewarded in some form, thus reinforcing the message that this type of 

behaviour was not only permitted but was perceived as acceptable by all.” Leaders and others 

who conducted internal investigations within the CAF prior to the Deschamps report (2015) 

struggled within this cause-and-effect cycle, because of personal affiliation and the prioritization 
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of operational effectiveness over ethical behaviour: “He’s my best soldier…I can’t send him 

home for sexually harassing this girl…I’ll talk to him…He’s promised to not do it again, we’re 

good to go.” The CAF utilized an external investigation, conducted by a former Supreme Court 

Justice, as a means of creating a trustworthy assessment of the scope of the problems related to 

sexual harassment and gender in the CAF (Deschamps, 2015). For the CAF, this was perceived 

as a proactive step towards earning back trust, re-establishing credibility, and taking a public, 

visible, and strong leadership role on the issues. They based their program of cultural change, 

enhanced reporting and accountability, and leadership training, on the findings of that 

investigation.  

CWO Belanger’s specific advice for any organization attempting to address these issues 

was clear. “Until you are able to admit, as an organization, that you have a problem, nothing is 

going to change” (Belanger, November 2, 2016). She described how important it is to “keep the 

heat and light shined on the behaviour…[and] demonstrate what right looks like.” This 

willingness to take a stand on the issue, publicly as an organization, is even more necessary 

because “the good news is, we’re not in this alone…[and] the bad news is, we’re not in this 

alone…Canadian society is also struggling with this behaviour and that’s where we get our 

recruits from.” For the CAF, the willingness to commit to resolving organizational issues related 

to gender discrimination meant cultivating an ability to admit that the problem was real. It also 

required the ability to take a broader perspective and contextualize the organizational issues 

within the professional community and society. Finally, it required the invitation of a credible, 

trustworthy, and skilled external set of perspectives to assist in creating an action plan.  
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Summary. 

Based on the findings and conclusions in this inquiry, the considerable history of the CAF 

in dealing with this issue, and the documented challenges that wildland fire as a vocation 

persistently has had with gender, an important first step for the BCWS is a commitment to 

acknowledge and resolve gender discrimination.  

Recommendation Two: Cultivate the ability for organizational learning within the 

BCWS. 

 This recommendation addresses the need to lay the foundation for readiness for cultural 

change within the BCWS. The need for cultural change is based on the recognition that the 

current experience of gender discrimination is not effective in meeting the organization’s 

standards for excellence, and that cultural change is required in order to achieve strategic goals 

related to excellence in people within the BCWS. Cultivating the ability to learn supports 

cultural change within the BCWS. This recommendation is based on participants’ suggestions 

for action steps, which were to create cultural change through learning (I-1, I-2, I-4, I-5, Th-

Exch). I will explore ways that this may be understood and implemented within the BCWS.  

Readiness for learning. 

Organizational learning is not purely about ‘the organization’, but also involves 

recognition of the effects that change has at an individual level. Schein (2010) identified that 

since change is transformative, there is an emotional cycle associated with change in the context 

of organizations. This process begins with a realization that things that seemed good and well, 

are not. This produces “survival anxiety or guilt” based on the realization that “things” must 

change, “we” must change, and “I” must change (Schein, 2010, p. 313). The only way to 
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overcome the resistance created by learning anxiety is to create “psychologically safe” 

conditions for learning (p. 313). Specifically, it is important to consciously instil confidence in 

organization members so that they believe they are capable of learning (Armenakis et al., 1993). 

The insights from participants about the need for non-judgemental, non-punitive, and dialogue-

based methods of engaging with cultural change resonate within the literature on cultural change 

more broadly (Armenakis et al., 1993; Rowe et al., 2013; Schein, 2010, 2013; Senge, 2006; 

Weisbord, 2012). These forms of dialogue to instil confidence and create readiness are especially 

important given that the topic of gender triggered some strong emotions among participants. 

 Creating safe spaces for change. 

In the broad range of responses that were shared in this inquiry, participants identified 

strong emotions (I-1, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). These ranged from fear of reporting perceived sexism, 

fear of seeming weak or sensitive, hesitation to discuss gender, loneliness, feeling like “a traitor” 

for speaking out about gender discrimination, and also included strong emotions like anger about 

perceived favouritism towards females, a sense of being victimized as males (I-1, I-3, I-4, Th-

Exch). It also appeared through participant comments that the Thoughtexchange™ process was 

one where people felt they could express themselves, and some responses identified that we need 

“more” of that sort of engagement (Th-Exch). Even with strong emotions, divergent standpoints, 

and a sensitivity around talking about gender within wildland fire culture generally, organization 

members within the BCWS showed a high level of engagement within this inquiry (n=240, total 

population=1645), as compared to other studies utilizing similar methods (Association for Fire 

Ecology, 2016, n=346, total population drawn from multiple wildland fire agencies). Change 

leaders need to cultivate a realistic understanding of the strong emotions associated with this 
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topic, so that they may equip organization members with the confidence, and sense of 

psychological safety, that learning, and change are possible.  

 Concurrent change. 

This inquiry project was only one step in a larger conversation within the organization. 

Successive steps towards supporting organizational learning by creating readiness for change 

may implement small group dialogue, or additional Thoughtexchange™ interactions with an 

intentional sub-set of the organization. Equipping individuals and groups within the organization 

with the confidence, and ability, to engage in conversation about gender discrimination in 

wildland fire culture will begin to lay a foundation for organizational learning. It is important 

that this step occur alongside and in the context of recommendation one, which was focused on 

directly addressing the concerns of participants about gender discrimination and accountability. 

It may seem paradoxical to speak about accountability and also at the same time about creating 

non-judgemental spaces. The process of sensemaking, described in Chapter Two, may assist in 

providing some clarity.  

Judgement v. Accountability.  

As discussed in Chapter Two, within wildland fire there is a recent emergent shift away 

from passing judgement when it comes to understanding unintended outcomes. In the context of 

the USFS, Pupilidy (2015) identified that, “facts, narratives, and conclusions are often the result 

of imagined cause-effect relationships” and that laying blame based on causality created 

collateral damage (p. 52). Cultural self-reflection may occur as people become aware of their 

own frames and mental models about the way things are (Boleman & Deal, 2013; Senge, 2006), 

which in turn enable a deeper questioning about espoused values and deeply held assumptions 
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(Pupilidy, 2015; Schein, 2010). When comparing participants’ description of non-judgemental 

dialogue as an ideal way of learning (I-1, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch), with the process of sensemaking 

currently being pioneered by the USFS, there are overlapping elements that might facilitate 

cultural self-reflection about gender in wildland fire. Sensemaking was loosely defined in 

Chapter Two as a context-dependent social process of making meaning from dynamic, evolving 

events, and as a process, happens both in real time and retroactively (Pupilidy, 2015). There are 

other examples of dialogue that might also resonate with gender and cultural change. 

Learning from others: The CAF. 

Dialogue within the CAF about gender was facilitated through Operation Honour. This was 

an approach to change that resonated culturally within the CAF. In the early days, there was trial 

and error about how to best have the conversations about gender. As a result of learning how to 

begin cultural change, “there was Operation Honour fatigue [because] they were hearing about it 

all the time.” (Belanger, November 2, 2016). Some of the participants in these meetings felt that 

they embodied the newer cultural values, and that the Operation Honour materials were 

“paint[ing] with the same brush” over all the nuances within the CAF. As a result, people felt 

judged. One participant gave frank feedback: “Why is it every time I have to go sit in a lecture, I 

feel like a rapist when I leave?” CWO Belanger suggested that when conversations are facilitated 

about gender, “the crafting of your message has to be very careful.” Not only is the message key, 

but so is the differentiation between dialogue about culture, and training. 

 In the 1990s within the CAF, there was an approach to overcoming challenges with 

sexual harassment and gender discrimination through leadership training. The initial intention 

was to address the “problem,” but this was done by utilizing the “bad apple theory when, in fact, 

the whole barrel was rotten” (Belanger, November 2, 2016). The bad apple theory led to a “fire 
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and forget” approach, where leadership “might slap some training on [the problem]” without 

linking training to a more meaningful discussion about the bigger context. CWO Belanger’s 

advice to the BCWS was, “Please don’t make the same mistake we as an organization made in 

the 1990s.” Real change occurred when leadership was able to step back and ask, “What is it 

[that] we want, as a CAF culture?” From that broader perspective, the CAF was then able to 

build a meaningful engagement based on systemic change, including both accountability and a 

renewed focus on the positive values and ethics already present within the CAF.  

Summary. 

Participants in this inquiry were clear that they desired cultural change through learning, 

and identified non-judgemental, non-punitive dialogue as the preferred means of learning about 

gender (I-1, I-2, I-4, I-5, Th-Exch). The distinction between judgement and accountability, and 

utilizing existing processes like sensemaking (Pupilidy, 2015) or the dialogue approach used by 

the CAF on these issues, will ensure that action steps resonate with organization members. 

Utilizing an approach that allows for listening and reflection, on the part of change leaders will 

enable them to see the whole, and make specific strategic action in light of the whole system. 

Recommendation Three: Build partnerships to support the commitment to resolve 

gender discrimination through organizational learning. 

This recommendation is central to successfully achieving recommendations one and two, 

and is also based in part on participant suggestions for action, and lessons learned. Participants 

described that learning about gender in the context of wildland fire culture, and facilitating a 

critical awareness of culture itself, connects into the human factors side of fireline leadership 

(Th-Exch). This was understood by participants to be an underutilized skillset within the BCWS 
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(Th-Exch). This recommendation takes into account this suggested area of further training within 

the BCWS. It also takes into account the significant support that may be available to the BCWS 

in its commitment to resolve gender discrimination.  

Reaching out. 

 In the opening chapter of this thesis, the CAF cultural change project, Operation Honour, 

and the BCFSC approach to creating cultural change in the forestry section in the Province of BC 

were discussed. I build on these examples to establish a need for reaching out. 

 The success of the BCFSC approach required full compliance within an industry that 

was challenging to regulate. Their action plan was predicated upon building an “effective sector-

wide safety infrastructure,” based on the recognition that the issues were beyond “one 

organization or approach” (Forest Safety Task Force, 2004, p. 5). This included building a 

partnership with WCB, and “addressing overlapping and underlapping authorities of regulatory 

agencies” (p. vi). The Forest Safety Task Force also identified that they had adapted lessons 

learned from others, including the United States, New Zealand, and Finland (p. ii). The CAF has 

similarly utilized lessons learned from the United States, and use The Invisible War (2012), a 

documentary that examined sexual harassment within the U.S. military, as a key teaching tool 

(K. West, personal communication, October 27, 2016). CWO Belanger shared that the New 

Zealand military sent delegates to Canada this year to learn about Operation Honour, which they 

adopted almost verbatim into their military, renamed as “Operation Respect” (November 2, 

2016). She also gave specific words of advice, “don’t reinvent the wheel. Borrow or beg or steal 

as much as you can, and then make that happen.” The success of cultural change in the CAF and 

the BCFSC appeared to be linked to reaching out to partners within the industry in the early 

stages, and being willing to ask for help in addressing a problem that was persistent within the 
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vocation. Having the courage to admit there is a problem and asking for help from partners was 

an important first step. 

Positioning. 

Within the wildland fire community, it appears that there is only beginning to be an 

awareness of the scope of the challenges associated with sexual harassment and gender 

discrimination. The USDA was severely criticized in Congress in December 2016, and the USFS 

representative, Ms. Lago, had to respond to specific details at the hearing about a sexual 

harassment case in the USFS that she had not previously been aware of (Full House Committee 

on Oversight and Reform, 2016, 2:57). This represented a profound disconnect between the 

realities of wildland firefighting and senior leaders. Based on gender research in wildland fire, 

gender discrimination is a vocation-wide issue (Association for Fire Ecology, 2016; Eriksen, 

2014a; Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; Eriksen et al., 2016; Pacholok, 2013). The BCWS is very well 

positioned within the community of wildland fire professionals to take a strong lead on 

addressing this issue within the profession. 

In April 2015, the BCWS approved this inquiry project, which has provided senior 

leadership with information about gender in wildland fire culture more broadly through the 

literature review, and specifically within the BCWS through participant findings. This 

information uniquely empowers senior leadership within the BCWS, who have cultivated a more 

thorough understanding of the realities affecting the organization at a time when proactive, as 

opposed to reactive, strategies for organizational change are likely to succeed. This places the 

BCWS in a position of significant advantage within the wildland fire community to acknowledge 

and address this issue.  
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Leveraging emergent partnerships. 

The BCWS is uniquely positioned to lead well on the issue of gender discrimination in 

wildland fire culture, but this need not be a solo mission. Partnerships exist between the BCWS, 

and military and other wildland fire agencies, that may provide support to resolving gender 

discrimination through organizational learning. In April 2016, the BCWS hosted the CWO Kevin 

West from the CAF at a fireline leadership meeting, where he spoke about leadership to a group 

of 70 wildland fire crewleaders (K. West, personal communication, April 15, 2016). The CAF 

and HPIOL have taken an interest in supporting organizational learning through partnerships 

with the BCWS (Belanger, November 2, 2016; K. West, personal communication, October 26, 

2016). The USFS Office of Human Performance, Innovation, and Organizational Learning 

(HPIOL) has also contributed to conversations within the BCWS about human factors and 

organizational learning, and gender (Reimer, Carroll, West, 2016). These inter-profession, inter-

agency connections may be intentionally bolstered as mechanisms to provide support to the 

BCWS in its commitment to address gender discrimination within its wildland fire culture.  

Additionally, in October 2016, the BCWS, along with the University of Alberta, held a 

conference with international wildland fire professionals and academics that focused on 

resilience (Wildland Fire Canada 2016, Building Resilience, October 24–28). This positioned the 

BCWS as a leading wildland fire agency within Canada in terms of their capacity to lead in 

engaging conversations about resilience, and the willingness and ability to sponsor an event that 

supported others to learn, and incorporated research and practice. The link between the academic 

communities and the BCWS that was established through this shared experience may be 

leveraged for organizational learning.  
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Partnerships within the forestry industry in BC also may be of value in addressing gender 

discrimination through organizational learning. The BCWS has cultivated a partnership with 

WorkSafeBC and the BCFSC to align the wildland fire chainsaw operations within the broader 

forestry industry (Spronken, 2016). The partnerships formed through this collaborative effort 

may also be leveraged to address human factors concerns within the BCWS, and may draw on 

WorkSafeBC’s history of partnering with industry to enhance worker safety. WorkSafeBC 

provides funding for organizational development and research through their “Innovation at 

Work” program (WorkSafeBC, 2017). Their history of successful cultural learning within the 

forestry industry, along with the BCFSC, may provide powerful insights into organizational 

learning in the context of rural BC as it relates to culture. 

Finally, partnerships within the Ministry of Forests, Lands, and Natural Resource 

Operations, as well as within the broader Provincial and Federal governments may provide 

significant support. The Federal government has developed a tool that supports leaders in 

government to assess whether a policy, decision, or intended action may include elements that 

are discriminatory. It is called “Gender Based Analysis+”, and may be adapted into the context 

of the BCWS (Status of Women Canada, 2016). Learning in one area of government may have 

significant positive impacts elsewhere. 

Summary. 

 I have briefly listed partnerships that have already naturally emerged, and which may be 

leveraged to support the BCWS in achieving recommendations one and two of this inquiry. 

Facilitating partnerships appeared to be a key step in the process on the issues related to gender 

and organizational learning, and may enable increased access to the resources needed for 
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success. The challenges associated with sexual harassment and gender discrimination within 

wildland fire as a profession may be transformed through a systems-wide approach to change. 

Organizational Implications 

 This section describes the organizational implications for the BCWS. The research 

question this inquiry asked was, “How might understanding gender and leadership support 

excellence in the British Columbia Wildfire Service?” Participants in this inquiry shared 

experiences, thoughts, and feelings that described how an increased understanding of gender and 

leadership would support excellence in the BCWS. Addressing this question has implications for 

the BCWS.  

Organizational support.  

Organizational support for this inquiry was based on continued conversations with senior 

leadership throughout the project, which began in April, 2015. The Executive Director, Madeline 

Maley, Director, Ian Meier, and Director of Corporate Governance, Mary Myers, provided 

support and positional power within the organization that provided legitimacy for the project, 

and fulfilled Conner’s (2013) theoretical definition of sponsors. Preliminary findings were shared 

with the Wildfire Leadership Team in September 2016, and follow-up discussions were had with 

the organizational sponsors to incorporate feedback throughout the winter of 2016. Due to 

operational constraints, a group engagement as part of the study conduct, which is a normal way 

of transitioning project ownership within AR, did not occur (Rowe et al., 2013; Stringer, 2014). 

As the project has evolved, conversations with key organizational leaders have increased. This 

heightened level of engagement facilitated a transition of the learning that was part of this 

inquiry project from the hands of the lead researcher into the hands of organizational leaders.  
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Another form of organizational support and group engagement occurred in October, 

2016. Preliminary findings from this inquiry were shared at the Wildland Fire Canada 

Conference-Building Resilience (October 24–26, 2016), which was sponsored by the BCWS. 

Two oral presentations by the lead researcher and academics from the CAF and the USFS on 

topics related to the inquiry findings provided an opportunity for organizational leaders to 

engage in conversation about this inquiry with other practitioners from wildland fire agencies, 

and from academics in related fields. The BCWS supported this open conversation, and many 

senior leaders were in attendance (Reimer, 2016; Reimer et al., 2016).  

The recommendations in this inquiry will require championing from within the BCWS 

and also from within the Ministry of Forests, Lands, and Natural Resource Operations, and 

within broader government. At this time, it remains to be decided by the project sponsors 

whether they will be adopted, modified, or otherwise.   

Implications. 

The broader implications for the wildland fire profession and the BCWS if gender 

discrimination within the culture is not addressed are worthy of discussion. Presently, to my 

knowledge, there is no wildland fire response agency that has successfully cultivated a method of 

approaching the issue that has been shown to create significant cultural change, or show a 

reduction in the experiences of gender discrimination among wildland firefighters. Instead, 

research has revealed the persistent negative effects of gender discrimination, which at this time 

appear to be relatively unchecked within wildland fire culture (Association for Fire Ecology, 

2016; Eriksen, 2014a; Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; Eriksen et al., 2016; Pacholok, 2013). The effects 

of gender discrimination include, “negative psychological, health-, and job-related outcomes; 
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mental health issues such as anxiety, anger, powerlessness, humiliation, depression, and post-

traumatic stress disorder” (Association for Fire Ecology, 2016, p. 4). For individual wildland 

firefighters, if cultural learning to create a resolution of gender discrimination within the BCWS 

does not occur, it is likely that these negative effects will continue, or perhaps worsen, as a lack 

of accountability following this inquiry may embolden those misappropriating the power 

associated with their gender (Deschamps, 2015). The consequences for individuals naturally lead 

into organizational outcomes. 

However, if the BCWS does take this inquiry as a first step in a broader process of 

organizational learning about gender in the context of a profession that is clearly struggling with 

this issue, then they will be in a position to offer incredible insights based on their experiences 

that may be of benefit to the wildland community globally. Research has indicated that though 

slow, the most successful change in relation to gender within wildland fire will come from within 

(Eriksen, 2014a; Pacholok, 2013). For organizational learning to be useful in a broader context, 

utilizing the approach of AR to continue to experiment with the cycle of looking, thinking, and 

acting (Stringer, 2014), will assist in providing a format for continued reflection about action, 

and in generating information that might be shared with others. It is important to recognize that 

the experience of the BCWS is occurring within the context of the broader wildland fire 

community, and that opportunities for cultural learning and transformation within the BCWS, are 

elsewhere too. 

Integrative research: for whom? 

This inquiry sought to address three audiences. First, it addressed the personal values of the 

lead researcher; second, it addressed the immediate community of practice, which is the BCWS; 
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and third, it addressed the broader academic community and practitioners within the wildland 

fire profession (Reason & Marshall, 1987). Based on these three audiences, three different types 

of engagements are used to create an “integrative approach to research” (Coghlan & Brannick, p. 

8). First-person inquiry is based on personal reflection, and enhances the ability of an individual 

to deepen their awareness of their experiences and action (Coghlan & Brannick, 2005, p. 8). 

Second-person inquiry enhances the abilities of groups to inquire about their experiences through 

collaborative dialogue, increasing awareness, and creating action together (p. 8). Finally, third-

person inquiry facilitates learning among communities of practice, those who are distant from the 

inquiry, but also seeking to reflect and create meaningful action (Torbert & Taylor, 2008). This 

inquiry project constituted an “integrative approach to research” (p. 8), in that it asked 

participants to reflect upon their experiences of gender and leadership (first-person), and share 

them with their community through the Thoughtexchange™ (second-person), and with the lead 

researcher in interviews (second-person). These first- and second-person inquiries led to this 

thesis, which is facilitating your learning as the reader (third-person), and as a member of a 

community of practice interested in gender, leadership, and wildland fire.  

Through this inquiry project, and the first-person research that participants undertook 

through self-reflection connected with a broader increase of awareness within the whole. This 

was facilitated by getting the whole system engaged (Weisbord, 2012), which made a systems 

approach viable (Senge, 2006). This ability to see the interrelated experiences of individual 

participants in the context of their community provided the answer to this project’s research 

question, “How might understanding gender and leadership support excellence in the British 

Columbia Wildfire Service?” The findings based on the participants’ first- and second-person 

awareness connected gender discrimination to cultural transformation through organizational 
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learning, which, for the first time, added suggestions for transformative action based on wildland 

firefighters’ suggestions to the discourse about gender and wildland fire in the broader academic 

community.  

Implications for Future Inquiry 

 There remains much to be studied about wildland fire culture and gender. Given the 

persistence and breadth of gender discrimination within wildland fire (Association for Fire 

Ecology, 2016; Eriksen, 2014a; Eriksen & Waitt, 2016; Eriksen et al., 2016; Pacholok, 2013), it 

is likely that any future research on the topic will contribute to the conversation in meaningful 

ways. However, as both a wildland firefighter and gender researcher, and based on the findings 

of this inquiry, I now outline more specific direction for those aspiring to continue where I have 

left off.  

 One aspect of the culture remained puzzling to me, and it was unresolved through this 

inquiry. The experiences of some participants in this study indicated a very strong response to 

what was perceived as favouritism towards females in wildland fire (Th-Exch). I was unable to 

access that standpoint through semi-structured interviews in order to gain a deeper, more 

contextualized understanding (Pacholok, 2013). This was potentially due to my own standpoint 

within the community (Gergen, 2001; Haraway, 1991; Harding, 1987; Hesse-Biber, 2012; 

Taylor, 1998), and also perhaps to the gendered dimensions of interviews as a method, that may 

be seen as a threat for some males, perhaps particularly for ones that hold that standpoint 

(Schwalbe & Wolkomir, 2010). The rich data that Desmond (2007) was able to access through 

his ethnographic account of wildland firefighters was in part perhaps due to his gender, and also 

his insider status as a wildland firefighter.  
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However, what I found somewhat lacking from Desmond’s (2007) account was a critical 

engagement with the feminine as absent ‘Other’—a perspective that a feminist researcher, like 

myself, would be focused on in that context. Obviously, due to my gender, I cannot access what 

Desmond (2007) did, as he was able to be a fly on the wall in an all-male group of wildland 

firefighters, though not without his own feelings of alienation due to conducting research and 

fighting fire, a position he described as “doubly marginalized” (p. 290), and with which I can 

sympathize. Alternatively, Kimmel’s (2010) experience with firefighters in a small group 

enabled him to have access to an insider perspective due to his gender, and also to be attuned to 

the constructions of female as ‘Other’ due to his research orientation, which is within feminist 

research. Somehow, the research perspectives of this inquiry in the BCWS, Desmond’s (2007) 

ethnography, and Kimmel’s (2010) study, together are hinting at something important. For this 

standpoint to be accessed, a male wildland firefighter (such as Desmond) with feminist research 

perspectives (such as mine) would need to undertake research in wildland fire. A male feminist 

wildland firefighter who wants to do an AR project in his own wildland fire agency? Perhaps one 

day, such a person will exist, and the study they produce will no doubt shed far more light on the 

situation facing wildland firefighters than this one has. I look forward to reading it. 

In addition, this inquiry revealed that future research might focus on the experiences of 

female wildland firefighters as they transition from crewmember to crewleader. The experiences 

that participants in this inquiry shared of female leaders in wildland fire hinted at a significant 

learning curve for females who step into leadership within the masculinized culture (I-4, I-5, Th-

Exch). This has been unexplored, and, as positive deviants within the system, these leaders might 

in their own personal leadership learning be developing ways of navigating the highly gendered 

culture that would reveal system-shifting adaptations for all wildland fire leaders (Jetten & 
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Horney, 2010; Marsh et al., 2004; Morton, 2010). People form their identities based on how they 

perceive others, and on how they imagine others are perceiving them (Benjamin, 2013, p. 79). As 

a result of this way of forming ideas about the self, individuals in a gendered culture will perform 

the gender norms they think others are expecting of them (Gergen, 2000; Pacholok, 2013), and 

“internalize the cultures of which [they] are a part” (Senge et al., 2004, p. 48). It is worth 

exploring how this might function in wildland fire culture. The belief in the need to perform 

masculinity in wildland fire culture, shared by participants in this inquiry (I-1, I-3, I-4, I-5, Th-

Exch), suggested an inner sense of inadequacy and shame as compared to masculine cultural 

norms. Shame has been defined as, “a sense of an inferior position in relation to a critical, 

powerful other, whether this relates to an actual experience of being shamed by another person or 

to a more general sense of an internalized critical other” (Leeming & Boyle, 2011, p. 141). 

Shame leads to a deep belief that “we’re not enough [and] that we’re not worthy of love and 

belonging” (Brown, 2012, p. 8). Embracing the full spectrum of leadership characteristics–

including femininity–without shame, is a part of the leadership learning process to become a real 

human that Senge et al. (2004) described. More research on these processes would benefit 

wildland fire, and perhaps reveal additional insights into gender within the individual leader.  

Finally, based on the abilities of this inquiry to create meaning for participants, the 

organization, and the academic community, I will argue that it is imperative to continue with 

insider research, in particular within the framework that AR provides, to foster integrative 

research that enables individual, sponsoring wildland fire agency, and wildland fire professional 

learning on the issues related to gender in wildland fire (Coghlan & Brannick, 2005). Gender 

research that is conducted outside of wildland fire communities may fall into the trap that Bushe 

(2012) identified, which is that critical theory excels at providing “academics with lots of fodder 
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for admonishing others on how they should and shouldn’t see the world” (p. 14), in the language 

of a theorist, which is a far cry from the colloquialisms of fireline language employed by 

wildland firefighters. However, traditional AR that does not take into account critical theory may 

miss aspects of wildland firefighters’ realities entirely (Bushe, 2012). If this inquiry might serve 

as a model for feminist appreciative AR, then I would challenge others to experiment, as I have, 

with blending research perspectives to meet the demand for insights into a cultural problem that 

is as stubborn as it is broad.  

Thesis Summary 

 With the support of the BCWS, the research question that I explored in this inquiry was, 

“How might understanding gender and leadership support excellence in the British Columbia 

Wildfire Service?” 

 To provide context for this question, I undertook a literature review. This review focused 

on three topics, which were; gender, leadership, and wildland fire culture. In the first topic, 

gender was defined as socially created through relationship with others involving power, and 

linked with gender was the specific gender identity of rural masculinity. This topic included a 

discussion about feminism, the ways in which it has been understood, and established a 

definition based on a future vision of an inclusive community of self-actualized people free from 

domination of any kind. Finally, the contribution of males to gender research and feminism 

generally was discussed, and the roles that males play in creating, with others, a future free from 

domination based on gender. 

 The second topic, leadership, was explored within a framework that identified leadership 

as being created through relationship. A definition of leadership was identified for this inquiry, 

and leadership was also discussed in the context of gender and leadership, risk and power, and 
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perceptions of competence, including the subjective ways that ‘good’ leadership is perceived 

according the group norms. 

 The third topic, wildland fire culture, drew on literature from within the wildland fire 

community, and created a firefighters’ definition of wildland fire culture. It identified ways that 

wildland fire culture is self-reflecting, and linked these to the insights in literature about 

organizational culture more broadly. It also suggested that emergent within wildland fire culture 

were aspects that may be ready for cultural change. 

 These topics within the literature situated the findings from this inquiry within the 

broader scholarship on gender, leadership, and wildland fire culture. Findings were based on 

participant experiences that were shared through the Thoughtexchange™ in two rounds of data 

collection–sharing and participant-ranking–and through semi-structured interviews. The key 

findings from this inquiry were: 

1. Participants described that gender makes a difference in how they are treated at work. 

2. Participants valued leaders that provide support, create mutually respectful 

environments, and possess the humility to admit mistakes. 

3. Participants believed that workplace performance should not be linked to gender in any 

way, and that diversity within the workplace is desirable. 

4. Participants suggested action steps that focused on creating conversations about culture, 

examining hiring and succession planning to create equality, and providing support to 

females. 

5. Participant-ranked data did not recognize the negative experiences females shared. 

These study findings supported the conclusions, which were: 

1. There is evidence that gender discrimination is occurring.  
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2. There is a perceived trade-off between gender diversity and excellence. 

3. Fostering diversity requires enhanced leadership learning at all levels. 

4. Addressing gender discrimination requires cultural change. 

5. The current culture appears to invalidate the voices of gender minorities. 

The literature review, the key findings, and the conclusions, taken together with insights gained 

through dialogue with senior leaders in the BCWS, led to three key recommendations. These are: 

1. Commit to acknowledging and resolving gender discrimination within the BCWS. 

2. Cultivate the ability for organizational learning within the BCWS. 

3. Build partnerships to support the commitment to resolve gender discrimination through 

organizational learning. 

This chapter closed with a discussion of the organizational implications if these 

recommendations were to be actioned. It also identified the intended audience for this research, 

and discussed the contributions of the inquiry to the broader community of practice within 

wildland fire and academia. It finished with the identification of areas for future study. 

 This inquiry represented the very best of what I can offer to the wildland firefighters with 

whom I work, to the crew that I lead, and to my colleagues both within the BCWS and in other 

agencies. It is the best of what I can offer to my conversation partners in the academic 

community. My vision is one where all wildland firefighters feel that they belong, just as they 

are. I wonder what kinds of innovative potential will be unlocked within the wildland fire 

profession when people stop performing masculinity because they have to in order to belong, and 

begin to truly be who they are in the uniform? I have no doubt that the future will amaze us all.  
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Appendix A: Inquiry Team Member Letter of Agreement 

In partial fulfillment of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership Degree at 

Royal Roads University, Rachel Reimer (the Student) will be conducting an inquiry research 

study at the British Columbia Wildfire Service to gain a greater understanding of gender and 

leadership with the purpose of enhancing excellence on teams.  The Student’s credentials with 

Royal Roads University can be established by calling Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Acting Director, 

School of Leadership, at (250) 391-2600 x4162 or email catherine.etmanski@RoyalRoads.ca  

 

Inquiry Team Member Role Description 

As a volunteer Inquiry Team Member assisting the Student with this project, your role 

may include one or more of the following: providing advice on the relevance and wording of 

questions and letters of invitation, supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods, 

including observing, assisting, or facilitating an interview or focus group, taking notes, 

transcribing, or reviewing analysis of data, to assist the Student and the British Columbia 

Wildfire Service organizational change process. In the course of this activity, you may be privy 

to confidential inquiry data. 

 

Confidentiality of Inquiry Data 

In compliance with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy, under which this 

inquiry project is being conducted, all personal identifiers and any other confidential information 

generated or accessed by the inquiry team advisor will only be used in the performance of the 

functions of this project, and must not be disclosed to anyone other than persons authorized to 

receive it, both during the inquiry period and beyond it. Recorded information in all formats is 

covered by this agreement. Personal identifiers include participant names, contact information, 

personally identifying turns of phrase or comments, and any other personally identifying 

information. 

 

Personal information will be collected, recorded, corrected, accessed, altered, used, disclosed, 

retained, secured and destroyed as directed by the Student, under direction of the Royal Roads 

Academic Supervisor. 

 

Inquiry Team Members who are uncertain whether any information they may wish to share about 

the project they are working on is personal or confidential will verify this with Rachel Reimer, 

the Student. 

 

Statement of Informed Consent: 

 

I have read and understand this agreement. 

 

 

________________________ _________________________ _____________ 

 

Name (Please Print) Signature   Date 
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Appendix B: Research Information Letter Email 

Dear British Columbia Wildfire Service Employee, 

My name is Rachel Reimer and this research project is part of the requirement for a 

Masters in Leadership Studies at Royal Roads University.  My credentials with Royal Roads 

University can be established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Acting Director, School of 

Leadership, at (250) 391-2600 x4162 or email catherine.etmanski@RoyalRoads.ca. 

 

Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 

The purpose of this study is to facilitate a conversation about the experience of gender and 

leadership within the British Columbia Wildfire Service (BCWS). 

  

Your participation and how information will be collected 

All of the information collected during this project will remain anonymous, and no identifying 

details will be shared. The research will consist of an online survey in July 2016 for all 

employees of the BCWS; followed by individual interviews for those who voluntarily contact 

me. The online survey will take approximately 15 minutes to complete, and then an additional 15 

minutes to re-visit the site and view anonymous answers, and star which answers you like the 

best. The interviews will take approximately 1.5 hours and will occur in person or on the phone 

as per participant comfort.  

The research questions guiding this inquiry are: 

1) What are the specific experiences of gender and leadership among wildland 

firefighters in the BCWS? 

2) What stories of excellence about gender and leadership do wildland firefighters in the 

BCWS share?  

3) What opportunities for growth in understanding gender and leadership exist within 

the BCWS? 

4) What steps might be taken to support gender-responsive leadership in the BCWS? 

 

Benefits and risks to participation  

By participating in this research project you may benefit by experiencing positive emotions and 

enhanced sense of meaning by sharing your experiences related to gender and leadership in a 

way that enables strategic decision-makers to hear your voice.  You may also benefit from 

exposure to opinions, thoughts, and feelings from others in the organization about gender and 

leadership and may experience an increased sense of belonging and value as your unique 

experiences are heard. By participating in this research project you may risk stirring up strong 

emotions you may have about gender and leadership as you share your experiences. You may 

also risk questioning your own beliefs as you gain exposure to opinions, thoughts, and feelings 
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from others in the organization about gender and leadership. Participation in this research is 

voluntary and will not positively or negatively affect your positional standing within the BCWS.   

 

Inquiry team 

There are volunteer participants from within the BCWS who will be assisting me with this 

research project as members of an Inquiry Team. These individuals are Ryan Chapman, Andy 

Low, Kayla Pepper, and Brandi Burns, and all have signed confidentiality agreements and will 

keep participant identities anonymous. The purpose of their involvement is to ensure that this 

project is collaborative and represents the diverse perspectives present within the BCWS. 

 

Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest 

I am conducting this research as a researcher independent of my role as an Initial Attack 

Crewleader for the British Columbia Wildfire Service. This is academic research for the purpose 

of furthering shared academic knowledge about gender, leadership, and wildfire. As part of the 

BCWS, I am taking careful steps to mitigate any researcher bias, and every aspect of this project 

must pass through an academic supervisory committee at Royal Roads University, including the 

Tri-Council Ethics Review, and an external academic review. I disclose this information here so 

that you can make a fully informed decision on whether or not to participate in this study. 

 

Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 

Your privacy will be protected throughout this study. All information collected will be 

maintained in confidence with hard copies (consent forms) stored in a locked filing cabinet in my 

home office. Electronic data (such as transcripts or audio files) will be stored on a password 

protected computer in my home. Information will be recorded electronically using a voice 

recorder, and supplemented with hand-written notes and, where appropriate, summarized, in 

anonymous format, in the body of the final report. At no time will any specific comments be 

attributed to any individual unless specific agreement has been obtained beforehand.  All 

documentation will be kept strictly confidential. Audio recordings from interviews will be 

transcribed with all personal identifiers removed, and the original audio files will be retained for 

a period of one year in a locked file folder. Following this time they will be deleted. No 

personally-identifiable data will exist beyond the retention period.  

 

Sharing results 

In addition to submitting my final report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment for a 

Masters in Leadership Studies, I will also be sharing my research findings with the BCWS 

leadership in the form of a report and/or oral presentations; and with the broader academic 

community through publication in peer-reviewed journals, conference proceedings, briefing 

notes, books, articles, and other forms of suitable publication. 

 

Procedure for withdrawing from the study  

If you do volunteer to participate, you can withdraw at any time. If you are participating in the 

survey and wish to withdraw, any data you have entered up to the point you wish to withdraw 

will be kept and will be anonymous.  If you are participating in an interview you can withdraw at 

any time before or during an interview, and your data will not be kept.  Additionally, up to two 

weeks after the interview you may also request your data to be withdrawn from the study. If you 
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participant in an interview, a transcript (which is a written record of what was recorded) will be 

sent out so that you can confirm that your words were captured accurately. Upon your approval 

and subsequent to the two–week period, your data will be included anonymously.  

You are not required to participate in this research project. By participating in the online 

survey, or by responding to the email invitation for interviews you indicate that you have read 

and understand the information above and give your free and informed consent to participate in 

this project. 

Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 
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Appendix C: Email Letter of Invitation for Interviews 

 

Dear [British Columbia Wildfire Service Employee];  

I would like to invite you to be part of a research project that I am conducting. This 

project is part of the requirement for my Master’s Degree in Leadership Studies at Royal Roads 

University.  

 

The objective of my research project is to gain an understanding of the experiences of gender and 

leadership within the British Columbia Wildfire Service. 

 

Your name was chosen as a prospective participant because you fit a demographic category 

based on gender, generation, tenure, operational role, or other form of identity-based standpoint 

within the BCWS that will add value and perspective to the topic of gender and leadership in 

wildfire.  

 

This phase of my research project will consist of an interview, and is estimated to last no more 

than 1 hour. This interview can occur in person or over the phone, as per your comfort level, and 

can occur anytime between October 31 and November 31. 

 

The attached document contains further information about the study conduct and will enable you 

to make a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate. Please review this 

information before responding.  

 

You are not required to participate in this research project. If you do choose to participate, you 

are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice.  

  

I realize that due to our collegial relationship, you may feel compelled to participate in this 

research project. Please be aware that you are not required to participate and, should you choose 

to participate, your participation would be entirely voluntary and completely anonymous.  If you 

do choose to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice. If you do not 

wish to participate, simply do not reply to this request. Your decision to not participate will also 

be maintained in confidence. Your choice will not affect our relationship or your employment 

status in any way.   

 

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding the 

project and its outcomes.  

 

If you would like to participate in my research project, please contact me at: 

Name: Rachel Reimer 

Email: Rachel.reimer@royalroads.ca 

Telephone: 250-256-9242 

 

Sincerely, Rachel Reimer  
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Appendix D: Survey Preamble  

 

Thank-you for participating in this survey!  

 

By clicking to begin you are providing your free and informed consent to participate in the 

survey. Any information you provide will be anonymous, and will not be linked to you in any 

way.  You can withdraw from the survey at any time, however any data you have provided up 

until that point will be retained and will continue to be anonymous.  

 

You can find an Information Letter about this research project linked HERE [link to a PDF of 

the Information Letter will be provided by Thoughtexchange™]. 

 

If you have any questions, please contact Rachel Reimer.  

 

[Contact info here]  
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Appendix E: Thoughtexchange™ Questions 

 

The Thoughtexchange™ survey tool aggregates participant answers which are then posted online 

for participants to view. All questions except those which specifically say not to be shared are 

included in the share stage of this survey tool. 

 

Preliminary Questions (not shared with participants): 

1. What is your gender? 

a. Female 

b. Male 

c. Transgender/Two-spirited 

d. I do not wish to identify 

e. Other 

2. What best describes your role in the B.C. Wildfire Service? 

a. On crews 

b. Non-crew based 

c. Other 

 

3. How long have you been working for the B.C. Wildfire Service? 

a. 1 year 

b. 2–3years 

c. 4–6 years 

d. 7–9 years 

e. 10–20 years 

f. 20+ years 

g. I do not wish to identify 



THE WILDFIRE WITHIN                                                                                                         197 

 

 

 

h. Other 

Questions (shared with participants): 

1. What do you consider excellent leadership to be? Please share a story of a time that you 

experienced excellent leadership at the BCWS. 

2. Gender is defined as the attitudes, feelings, and behaviours that a given culture associates 

with a person’s biological or chosen sex. In your opinion, does gender make a difference 

in how people are treated within the BCWS? Please explain how. 

3. What is the best future state you can imagine in terms of gender and leadership in the 

BCWS? 

4. What action steps do you think need to occur for the BCWS to achieve the best future 

state you can imagine? 

5. Do you have any other thoughts you’d like to add? 
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Appendix F: Survey Email Invitation 

 

Hello everyone, 

  

I would like to invite you to participate in a brief survey about gender and leadership at the 

British Columbia Wildfire Service.  

  

This research is part of Rachel Reimer's M.A. in Leadership Studies at Royal Roads University, 

and the purpose of this study is to facilitate a conversation about the experience of gender and 

leadership within the British Columbia Wildfire Service.  Please see attached letter of support for 

this research from Ian Meier, and an information letter about the research project. 

  

I encourage you to take five minutes to register your email address, and share your thoughts in 

response to some open-ended questions. Your participation is completely voluntary and all 

responses are anonymous. This survey tool provides you the opportunity to share your thoughts 

about leadership and gender, and then to also view how others have responded. It is an 

anonymous, online conversation unique to our organization. 

  

Register at 

http://signup.thotex.com/royalroads/tJr.  

The survey is available until July 31, 2016. 

  

If you have personnel who report to you that do not have IDIR access, please forward this email 

to them so that they may also participate. Participation in this survey is open to all BCWS 

employees and does not require a government email address to participate. 

  

Thank-you! 

  

If you have any questions, please contact the lead researcher, Rachel Reimer. 

  

[Contact info here]  

 

[Sent via email from Richard King, Superintendent, Staff Development and Safety] 
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Appendix G: Letter of Support from BCWS Director 

 

Rachel Reimer  

Master in Leadership Studies Candidate  

Royal Roads University  

2005 Sooke Road Victoria, BC V9B 5Y2  

 

Dear Ms. Reimer,  

After careful consideration of the research hypothesis around gender and leadership in wildfire 

suppression, I am pleased to notify you that we have approved the research proposal for the 

upcoming 2015/16 fire season.  

The condition of this approval is that we, the Wildfire Management Branch, are informed of the 

results of the research prior to any material being published, including the abstract, published 

journal articles or any public communications associated with this research. We appreciate your 

understanding in this matter. Should you have any concerns regarding the condition of approval 

please do not hesitate to contact me directly.  

We wish you the best during your research endeavours.  

Sincerely,  

[Signature here] 

 

Ian Meier Director, Wildfire Management Branch  

      
Ministry of Forests, Lands and Natural Resource Operations  
Wildfire Management Branch  
Location: [Location here]  

Mailing Address: [Mailing address here] 
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Appendix H: Consent Form for Interviews  

 

 

Gender and Leadership in Wildfire 

 

 

By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19 and have read the information 

letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and informed 

consent to participate in this project.  

 

 

 

 

 

 I consent to the audio recording of the interview. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________ 

 

 

Signed: _____________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Date: ______________________________________________ 
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Appendix I: Interview Question Schedules  

 

For British Columbia Wildfire Participants: 

 

1. What has been your experience of gender during your work in wildfire? 

2. How do you feel that gender affects your, or others’, ability to lead? 

3. What is the best future state that you can imagine in terms of gender and 

leadership in our organization? 

4. In your opinion, what positive action needs to happen in our culture at this time? 

5. Do you have any other thoughts you’d like to add? 

 

 

For Subject Matter Experts: 

 

1. Based on your expertise, how have you experienced gender in an incident 

command environment? 

2. Based on your understanding and expertise, how might gender affect people’s 

ability to lead in incident command settings like wildfire? 

3. What is the best story of gender and leadership you can imagine in an incident 

command environment? 

4. In your opinion, what would the ideal future look like regarding gender and 

leadership in incident command environments?  

5. Do you have any other thoughts you’d like to add? 
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Appendix J: Survey Email Invitation Letter Round Two of Thoughtexchange™ 

Dear British Columbia Wildfire Service Employees, 

 

Are you curious about results from the survey on gender and leadership at the B.C. Wildfire 

Service?  You can participate in the conversation by viewing the thoughts that were shared by 

B.C. Wildfire Service employees in the survey earlier this month, and starring ones that you feel 

resonate with your opinion.  

  

This is an anonymous process and everyone is welcome to participate, whether or not you 

completed the survey. 

  

Attached is an information letter about the research, which is part of Rachel Reimer's MA in 

Leadership Studies at Royal Roads University, and a letter of support from our Director Ian 

Meier. 

  

The deadline to participate is August 29, 2016. 

  

Register here to view and star thoughts that were shared: 

[Link here] 

 

 

If you are receiving this email and have crew members who report to you without IDIR access, 

please forward this email to them so that they may also participate. 

 

Any questions or concerns, please contact the lead researcher, Rachel Reimer.  

 

[Contact info here] 

 

 [Sent via email from Richard King, Superintendent, Staff Development and Safety] 
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Appendix K: Thoughtexchange™ Participant Ranking 

 

Top Three Thoughts (Participant-ranked) Per Question 

 

Q1: What do you consider excellent leadership to be? Please share a story of a time that 

you experienced excellent leadership at the BCWS. 

 

 

#1  

 

Identify clear objectives and set firm and reasonable expectations 

An excellent leader should be able to clearly convey to those working with them what the end 

goal of a workday or project is and the path you will be taking to obtain these goals, in this way 

workers can be confident about their tasks and focus on preforming to their best ability 

 

#2 Tied 

 

What makes a good leader... 

Give everyone respect, be humble, pursue excellence not recognition, treat every job as an 

important one and most of all learn from life. Always be willing to learn and grow. 

 

Leadership supports 

Good leaders support their subordinates. This means on the line, around the base/office, as well 

as off duty. Good leadership develops their subordinates to eventually replace them. I can recall 

supervisors on the fireline allowing me to lead the team. Assisting my decisions. Providing 

feedback. 

 

#3 

Providing direction, mentoring, being approachable, equitable, seeing 

Leadership should be well-rounded, and can come in many capacities. Knowing your people and 

what you can ask of them, developing them and leading by example. Ability to be serious and 

have a good time with your people, oversee their safety and provide appropriate feedback 

 

 

Q2: Gender is defined as the attitudes, feelings, and behaviours that a given culture 

associates with a person’s biological or chosen sex. In your opinion, does gender make a 

difference in how people are treated within the BCWS? Please explain how. 

 

#1 

If a female gets pregnant, there is no duty to accomodate in BCWS 

This is the most embarrassing issue in BCWS in my opinion. You are a Type 1 Fire fighter, or 

you are off. I believe there is room to support females and families by putting them in the many 

other roles in BCWS. 21st Century :) 
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#2 

Starting a Family is harder 

Females would be less likely to stay with fire as a career if they wanted to start a family. Most 

career Females in our Organization are without family and kids. 

 

#3 

Women are given preferential treatment.  

In an attempt to create gender equity within our organization, there is an effort to hire more 

women. If a woman and a man were to have identical skill sets, the woman would be hired over 

the man. I believe the best candidate for the position should get the position, and feel that males 

with excelle 

 

 

Q3: What is the best future state you can imagine in terms of gender and leadership in the 

BCWS? 

 

#1 

Best person for the job 

 

#2 

Hire on merit bias 

leave the gender out of the process and hire on merit 

 

#3 

Look for the best person for the Job 

Over the years I have watched co workers not get jobs that they would be a grate asset to the 

program and though our hiring practices they did not get the job. The one that could talk the best 

in the interview got the job even though they are not the best candidate by far. 

 

Q4: What action steps do you think need to occur for the BCWS to achieve the best future 

state you can imagine? 

 

Tied #1 

Competency 

Do away with Competency Based Interviews 

 

Succession 

Have a better/clearer succession plan for those who want careers within the organization. 

 

#2 

Gender equality 

The right person for the job; regardless of sex, color or creed. 

 

#3 
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Professionalizing the job as a BCWS 

The BCWS feels a bit of a juvenile organization, primary because of the auxiliary type work, and 

the type of persons that are drawn to it. I feel that more training at boot camp, more leadership 

training for leaders and more focus on professionalism and ethics would be a big improvement. 

 

 

 

Q5: Do you have any other thoughts you’d like to add? 

 

#1 

I am a bit nervous 

I think that it is important to hire people for their skills and ability to do the job and not based on 

their gender. Having said that, it does take the right person to do this, and I am nervous that 

people will be getting hired not based on their ability to work but their gender. 

 

#2 

Why is this research necessary? 

Is it a perceived bias towards your gender or has an issue been identified from a book or a gender 

studies class room. Take a hard look at ones own abilities and skills before conducting research 

that pigeon holes the organization into a negative light.  This has been done before. 

 

#3 

Feminism 

I think one of the largest problems with gender equality is feminism. I think that we have over-

achieved for the female and now we have a bias towards females in the workplace. 
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Appendix L: In Vivo Coding Top Ranked Codes 

 

Q1: What do you consider excellent leadership to be? Please share a story of a time that 

you experienced excellent leadership at the BCWS. 

 

  Frequency Code 

11 “supports”; “support”; “supporting”; “supportive”  

11 “develops”; “foster development”; “guides people towards 

growth”; “to recognize and foster talent in others”; “see 

the potential…fully invest in the success of the 

individual”; “develop me”; “believing in my ability to 

learn”; “guided”; “mentor them to grow”; “coaches”; 

“developing others” 

11 “having respect”; “respectful”; “respect”; “considerate”; 

“develop respect”; “establish mutual respect” 

8 “feedback”; “request and accept input”; “soliciting 

feedback”; “can ask questions” 

9 “feel empowered”; “empowering”; “empower”; 

“empowerment” 

10 “be OK with failure”; “manage the weakness of 

themselves”; “own mistakes”; “space…to make 

mistakes”; “admitted mistakes”; “accept responsibility for 

actions”; “understanding of their unique attributes leading 

to a self concept that integrates both their strengths and 

weaknesses”; “accept fault without placing blame”; “be 

willing to admit where they might be lacking to lead 

adequately”; “letting them fail” 

8 “communicate”; “facilitate communication”; “dialogue”; 

“encourage communication”; “good comms”; “continuous 

and open dialogue” 

8 “accountable”; “accountability”; “will engage in 

disciplinary processes when appropriate and necessary” 

7 “leading by example”; “talking the talk and walking the 

walk”; “set the standard…rather than…’do what I say, not 

as I do’ attitude”; “role model” 

8 “integrity”; “sticking to ones principles, even in the face 

of adversity”; “strong moral compass” 

9 “earn the trust of others”; “trust leaders intentions”; “gains 

trust”; “develop trust”; “trust”; “trustworthy”; “this could 

mean trusting them with your safety, or trusting that you 

can talk to them about your insecurities without them 

being judgemental or talking to someone else about them” 
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Q2: Gender is defined as the attitudes, feelings, and behaviours that a given culture 

associates with a person’s biological or chosen sex. In your opinion, does gender make a 

difference in how people are treated within the BCWS? Please explain how. 

 

 

Frequency Code 

10 “the opposite sex as an equal”; “all genders treated 

equally”; “don’t believe that gender makes a difference”; 

“I don’t ‘see’ gender”; “at the crewmember level gender 

seems to play less of a role”; “expectations are consistent 

within the crews”; “gender has never been a 

factor…when it comes to processes for advancement”; 

“common expectations placed upon all genders”; “male 

and female are being treated very equally”; “we treat each 

other equally” 

10 “reverse gender discrimination”; “giving more 

opportunity to females”; “females get more 

opportunities”; “it is an advantage to be female”; “unfair 

advantage”; “BCWS treats females better than males”; 

“females often are favoured over men”; “there are more 

biased in favour of females over men”; “women are given 

preferential treatment”; “affirmative action”; “an effort to 

make up for the lack of women employees”; “people are 

making up for lost time in terms of gender equality”; 

“female advantage”; “women are given priority over their 

counterparts if they are of equal or similar merit”; 

“female advantage” 

12 “male dominated organization”; “more males in BCWS”; 

“more men is not a problem”; “male dominated 

workforce”; “such a disparity in women”; “male 

dominated”; “not a lot of women and a whole lotta men”; 

“male dominated industry”; “most of the supervisor roles 

are filled by males”; “This behavior is sexist but also 

understandable due to the lack of female supervisors in 

operational positions in the BCWS” 

11 “men and women are different”; “men and women are 

different, they interact with each other differently, which 

is natural”; “human nature to treat the various sexes 

differently”; “approach different people in different 

ways”; “there is little to no negative treatment with 

respect to gender, but I have observed different 

treatment”; “women and men bring different things to the 

table and that should be admired and respected”; “it is 
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important to recognize that males and females are 

different”; “gender…difference…engrained in us thru 

evolution and our culture”; “gender makes a difference 

but BCWS…supports males and females well”; “different 

genders, on average, have different strengths” 

51 “women can be treated differently in a male dominated 

organization”; “still some prejudice or different treatment 

because of my gender”; “gender does make a difference 

to how people are treated here”; “men in the BCWS 

interact with me differently than with other men”; 

“examples of time I felt I was treated differently because 

I’m a female”; “there are probably differences in how m/f 

are treated”; “still see differences in how people are 

treated”; “how can it not [make a difference]?”; “yes 

[gender makes a difference]”; “gender does make a 

difference”; “definitely changes how one is treated”; 

“both gender and sex make a difference”; “seen 

subordinate[s] been treated different because of their 

gender rather than their ability”; “absolutely”; “gender 

affects how people are treated”; “people are treated 

differently”; “definitely felt a heightened awareness of 

being female”; “difficulties working as a female in a male 

dominated industry”; “I experience differential treatement 

on a regular basis”; “gender is a deciding factor for which 

workers get opportunities”; “serious gender issues that 

need to be addressed”; “women have fewer 

opportunities”; “men are presumed competent whereas 

women need to initially prove competence”; “in physical 

or tactical leadership roles males are viewed as more 

competent. In these same roles, females are seen as less 

competent”; “attributes assigned to a gender group”; 

“living in the Stone Age when it comes to 

male/female/trans roles”; “gender causes people to make 

snap judgements”; “gender definitely makes a 

difference”; “women are often belittled or have their 

abilities questioned” 

10 “more [gender difference] at the on-the-ground fire line 

level amongst peers”; “gender biases…especially in 

operational settings”; “beyond the crew leader 

level…gender imbalances in leadership roles become less 

impacted by physical attributes”; “get the sense 

that…operational/frontline staff [experience gender 

difference]”; “if you look at the ratio of men vs women in 

operational positions there’s got to be something going 

on”; “women are typically a rare sight in most fire line 
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situations”; “particularly when operating vehicles or 

chainsaws males are slightly favoured”; “opportunity is 

sometimes handed more easily to males when advancing 

saw skills or motor operations”; “in physical or tactical 

leadership roles males are viewed as more competent”; 

“females are seen as less competent and given more 

direction, thus more micro-managing, which is 

detrimental to your team”; “not being assigned more 

challenging tasks”  

11 “female gender seems to have something to prove”; “I’ve 

seen women over-train, educate and commit to be more 

competitive yet the reward is not there”; “regardless of 

how hard I worked the [bad] treatment continued”; “the 

few women who prove themselves as competent”; 

“women may feel they have to be tough to be respected”; 

“female employees…had to work at a level that far 

exceeded average to even be considered average in 

relation to their male counterparts”; “this is perceived 

poorly…as being too keen or overzealous”; “as a female 

leader within the BCWS, I often find I have to work 

harder to gain trust when working with other crews”; “I 

have to work harder to gain the same respect that my 

male counterparts inherently get”; “most women in 

leadership…have to continuously defend themselves and 

justify their being in the leadership role…this detracts 

from their abilities and how others perceive them”; “I 

have had to work very hard to be seen as an equally 

capable, intelligent member of a team to the male 

participants”; “women…tend to be taken less seriously as 

leaders”; “the culture at BCWS…assumes women cannot 

do a task until she proves otherwise. My male 

counterparts seem to be presumed able…(especially 

mechanical or physical) until they fail”; “women…have 

their abilities questioned” 

14 “many of my male colleagues believe…females…unable 

to do all aspects of the job”; “ignorant beliefs on female 

ability”; “remarks on the fireline made towards women 

regarding their abilities and roles they are to fulfill”; 

“choose a male over a female for their crew because 

males are bigger and stronger and will be able to produce 

more work”; “still some people…who choose to believe 

that women can’t do this job”; “I am not always taken 

seriously, or assumed to be less skilled due to my 

gender”; “females are treated as though they are less 

capable”; “people don’t assume I have the authority or 
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skills to lead a crew before they get to know me…my 

male counterparts inherently get [respect]”; “treated 

differently than my male colleagues when referring to my 

work (that’s pretty good, for a girl)”; “assumes a women 

cannot do a task until she proves otherwise”; “unit crews 

tend to be still living in the Stone Age when it comes to 

male/female/trans roles…Big Strong man, smash…”; “as 

a smaller female…numerous times where a male has been 

given the heavier-lifting task or a male has insisted on 

taking some of my load because they felt it was too heavy 

for me”; “women are often belittled or have their abilities 

questioned” 

12  “there are still roles in BCWS that are deemed more 

‘female’…where as other roles are deemed more ‘male’”; 

“get the impression…that the women are more the clerks 

in the office”; “many women in BCWS have traditional 

administration positions”; “the ‘male positions’ seem to 

do whatever they like”; “corporate (more female oriented) 

seems to need to justify”; “male positions”; “female 

oriented [finance]”; “the two sexes have different roles”; 

“different roles”; “my role is more a thinking role or an 

organizational role”  “males are viewed are more stern, as 

having more authority, excelling at one task, and females 

are viewed as having better soft skills and are better at 

multitasking”; “we work in an incredibly gendered 

organization”; “women and men typically have differing 

skill sets” 
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Q3: What is the best future state you can imagine in terms of gender and leadership in the 

BCWS? 

Frequency Code 

12 “regardless of gender individuals are judged equally”; 

“gender should not enter into the conversation on how we 

treat each other”; “gender has nothing to do with 

[leadership]”; “gender should have no basis on leadership 

potential or opportunities”; “were everyone is treated 

equally no matter what”; “gender plays no part and 

leadership is seamless”; “gender should not be in any 

equation”; “in life-saving jobs/emergency response there 

is no room for equal opportunity hiring”; “gender should 

never play a role in any aspect of the BCWS”; “gender 

preference has no place in leadership or leader selection”; 

“true equality looks at suitable candidates in an unbiased 

manner”; “a truly level field where gender is not even a 

subject of discussion” 

23 “equal representation in the entire leadership structure”; 

“equality will help to make the female gender feel just as 

important and valued as the male gender”; “men and 

women have equal opportunity…this isn’t to say that 

exactly 50% of our leaders should be women, and 50% 

should be men”; “more women moving up and getting 

leadership roles”; “having female representatives in 

leadership opens up the ideal to younger women”; “more 

females initiate and take roles in management and 

decision making based on confidence, knowledge and 

experience”; “an inclusive, high functioning work 

environment”; “split equally between the sexes”; “all 

crews have diverse representation…every crew should 

have diversity. It makes for better decisions”; “all roles in 

BCWS have a mixture of men and women”; “more 

gender balance at the officer and manager levels…top 

end of the organization should better reflect the make-up 

of the population as a whole”; “more female leaders 

empower future ones”; “increased female representation 

in the workforce”; “seeing a more even proportion of 

women as leaders would be great”“crews that have never 

hired girls to get with the times and start hiring them”; 

“mixing pot of gender equity…a balanced representation 

of gender in leaders”; “having more female managers is a 

good way to lead by example”; “more support for female 

staff members that have long term experience”; “more 

woman in fireline and coordation centre operational 
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leadership positions”; “we need more women in 

leadership roles”; “gender parity”; “less hesitation by this 

industry to support women moving up especially from 

the operational side”; “more women’s names…on the 

upper management contact list”; “more women in 

leadership positions operationally and administratively 

will have a positive impact on BCWS”; “women should 

take over BCWS for a better place” 

22  “most experienced and qualified”; “best person for the 

job”; “gender doesn’t matter”; “sees what attributes the 

person would bring”; “right person for the job”; “hire on 

merit”; “merit and abilities, not the gender one identifies 

with”; “good work is the marker of advancement”; “merit 

principle”; “a good leader is a good leader”; “the best 

individual for the position at hand regardless of gender”; 

“individuals selected…based on experience, 

suitability…good leadership skills…ability to contribute 

to a strong team environment – not based on their 

gender”; “based entirely on the skills and abilities needed 

to perform the work”; “best candidates will be chosen 

regardless of gender” 

14 “more leadership training at crew leader and supervisor 

level”; “big gap in leadership training…within BCWS”; 

“[training on] leadership theory, communication skills 

training and conflict management would really help 

improve the state of gender/leadership”; “[becoming] a 

world leader in understanding and inclusiveness”; “high 

quality education for all staff which provides a 

foundation for an environment where gender ceases to be 

a performance liability”; “ensure necessary training”; 

“staff equipped with the skills to know potential issues 

and the tools to be able to solve problems when they 

arise”; “much more sophisticated understanding of 

human factors and social relationships in complex 

decision-making”; “[as a result of new understanding] 

leaders see themselves as facilitators”; “understanding 

the two [sic] genders better”; “education and open 

dialogue about the impacts of bias and sexism”; “may 

need to change our attitude of what is a leader”; 

“legitimate leadership training and education…human 

resources and various other disciplines and field of 

studies”; “education and awareness…regular training for 

BCWS staff around what constitutes sexual harassment 

and the impacts it can have on women at work”; “provide 
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  seminars on sexism in the workplace…taught by people 

trained in mitigating workplace discrimination” 

9 “more feminine characteristic[s] are key to be a good 

leader, empathy…[and] more cautious approach to 

hazard mitigation”; “leadership, feminism and empathy”; 

“great leaders…include[ing] soft skills and attention to 

detail that are associated with the female gender”; “rather 

than trying to change these differences we should be 

embracing them”; “female crew leaders are more open to 

explain and support learning”; “female leaders do not 

rely so much on that strategy…of the rookie”; “there is 

no one right type of ‘leader’”; “a recognition by the 

majority of the workforce that differences in 

assumptions, skillsets, backgrounds, traits etc are all 

equally valuable and contribute in various ways to be a 

good leader”; “recognize there [are] different type[s] of 

leadership and because someone…displa[ys] their 

leadership differently that will not matter” 
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Q4: What action steps do you think need to occur for the BCWS to achieve the best future 

state you can imagine? 

 

11 “Train supervisors on more positive behavior. Including 

Management”; “more harassment training”; “more 

training at boot camp, more leadership training for 

leaders and more focus on professionalism and ethics”; 

“change the culture through training”; “high quality 

education for all BCWS staff”; “real, interesting, 

applicable and custom suited gender education for all 

BCWS staff”; “educate but focus on positive outcomes 

based on BCWS vision and guidelines”; “diversity and 

education training mandatory for all employees”; “(short) 

seminars on diversity and inclusion in the workplace”; 

“training/courses to be provided to all those that could 

benefit and particularly having guest speakers about 

gender equality so that people are aware of their natural 

biases”; “education and awareness”; “men and women in 

BCWS need a better understanding of what constitutes 

sexual harassment”; “provide anti-sexist training 

seminars” 

15 “it’s good that this study is being done because it’s 

opening up a conversation around BCWS’s culture”; 

“having the conversation is a great step”; “respectful, 

productive conversations within BCWS staff as well as 

with the redneck contractors we work with”; “proactive 

and fun approach…not base gender discussion on 

punitive outcomes”; “build meaningful connections and 

start building a conversation around this topic with our 

leaders at the FPO-Crew Sup level”; “ensure there is a 

forum or opportunities for discussion”; “the best solutions 

come from open discussion”; “open and honest 

discussion from supervisor down to help educate and 

break down gender issues”; “have more 

conversations…keeping it a part of typical cooler talk 

makes it more a normal thing. As more people become 

comfortable with the conversation, I don’t doubt we will 

see an ‘increase’ in the representation of different gender 

identities”; “awareness of the issues”; “continuing to be 

aware and progressive is a requirement”; “asking the 

difficult questions…being confronted with the actual 

nature of what happens to people (women and men) in 

our organization will wake a large number of people up 

to the current state and how bad it is. This will help start 

the conversation on improvement”; “communication is 
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the lubrication! Having an open dialogue leads to new 

ideas concerning changing the structure that perhaps limit 

women getting involved in leadership roles”; “open 

discussions. Collaboration is important in making 

changes because it allows people to work as a team and 

also to hear what other people are thinking” 

13 “candidates did not have a gender, candidate A would 

only be known as candidate A…taking gender out of the 

equation”; “leave the gender description out of it and hire 

on merit, skills and knowledge. Best fit”; “the right 

person for the job; regardless of sex, color or creed”; 

“hiring the best person for the job regardless of gender”; 

“remove all biases toward specific gender/racial/age 

groups…Hire and promote based on the ability to meet or 

exceed [work] standards not on any non-work related 

characteristics”; “continue to improve the selection 

process to get the best person for each job…do NOT ever 

go to a quota system”; “gender neutral: stop asking what 

‘gender’ you are in surveys or posting applications etc”  

“gender blind”; “true equality comes when even the 

biases that are positive towards a certain party are 

removed and the playing field is levelled”; “diversity is 

strength but equality should not be assigned by 

numbers…best candidates will be chosen regardless of 

gender”; “don’t try to abide by a quota in the hiring 

process, look for the best candidates, male, female, or 

other” 

17 “actively recruit female candidates for development in the 

BCWS”; “more women coming forward”; “hire women”; 

“more women in managerial fireline or operations roles – 

but only if they’re adequately suited for the job”; “more 

education to young women”; “promoting labour jobs to 

young girls while in elementary and in high school. I 
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know I didn’t go out for Jr IA because I truly believed 

women couldn’t do the job or wouldn’t like it purely 

based on the fact that we are female”; “in a male-

dominated organization like BCWS it is most imperative 

that females who show interest and promise be mentored 

and encouraged throughout their careers”; “having ads to 

entice women into applying…many women would 

potentially like to be part of a firefighting crew but could 

be intimidated”; “a task team established to examine 

recruiting to hire ratios”; “encourage women to remain in 

the organization”; “I would love to see all female IA 

crews. There are plenty of all male crews, but women 

seem to be dispersed as if we are the weak link”  “more 

and more women are applying to work with BCWS, 

inevitably some of us will pursue careers”; “promote 

women in the upper management of BCWS”; “promote 

women to recruit other women”; “being on a crew with 

other girls is the best”; “I needed the ‘if they can do I can 

do it’ thought to really give me the confident to seek out a 

position in BCWS” 

10 “accountability and continuity”; “if it were easier to fire 

people hiring wouldn’t be as much of an issue”; “holding 

accountable those supervisors responsible for leadership”; 

“accountability”; “we need to identify and discourage 

harmful attitudes and behaviours”; “accountability for 

actions regardless of who you are including the same 

processes for all”; “women should be able to make formal 

complaints …anonymously with the expectation that they 

will be taken seriously and that these complaints will be 

formally investigated”; “women need to know that it is ok 

to draw their personal boundaries without fear of social 

backlash or impacting their career”; “formal relationship 

disclosure process”; “differentiating between appropriate 

workplace relationships that create conflicts of interest 

and unbalanced power dynamics between supervisors and 

their employees”; “formal complaints of sexual 

harassment need to be fully investigated and BCWS staff 

and supervisors need to understand that their actions 

could have serious legal consequences” 

 

 

 

 

Q5: Do you have any other thoughts you’d like to add? 

 



THE WILDFIRE WITHIN                                                                                                         217 

 

 

 

8 “the BCWS in my eyes is a progressive organization. No 

gender dictates how I or the organization 

views…individuals ability or leadership”; “we as an 

organization strive for gender equality, and we are doing 

an excellent job”; “fine the way it is now. I know that if 

one works hard and expresses a desire for a career in the 

BCWS one will…eventually be rewarded”; “it is the 

individual who should be defined, not gender or any other 

factor”; “regardless of gender, there will always be a 

place for women in fire, if they are the right person for 

the job”; “it is important to hire people for their skills and 

ability to do the job and not based on their gender”; 

“BCWS is a great place to work and for every one person 

who has some type of bias there are two that have no bias 

and just want to get the job done”; “gender equality I 

don’t feel is such an issue for BCWS”; “as long as we 

have good people for the job that have the skills require 

and willingness to change we will continue to get better” 

7 “I think this is really interesting and important work. 

Good luck!”; “what a mind provoking thought exchange”; 

“nice work”; “I appreciate that we are talking about this! 

Good work on starting the conversation”; “thank you for 

doing this!”; “thanks for giving this topic attention!”; 

“research and assessments such as this are key to the 

continuing development” 

6 “there should be a women in leadership course at crew 

leader camp, and women in BCWS should get together 

now and then to hash out how things are going”; “women 

need to help women”; “[women] have a baseline 

understanding that we need more encouragement, clear 

instructions, and most importantly, more of a dialogue 

about what we are doing”; “women tend to have more 

empathy and understanding and therefore create a 

warmer, more open environment to work in. If anything, 

this results in women feeling more comfortable and in 

turn, working better and with more 

confidence…differences in gender and therefore learning 

environments can add strength to a team”; “power to the 

women” 

9 “corporately we need to message out more that everybody 

is equal in terms of treatment on the job. Are there biases 

on the job…yes”; “BCWS needs to change…adopt a 

much more modern, progressive leadership that inspires 

people”; “biases are cultural or family or ignorance 
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based”; “must make the program better”; “there is still 

more room for improvement”; “keep pace with society, 

make sure you don’t fall victim to the ‘old boys’ or ‘old 

ways’”; “start at the recruitment level so that we can 

attract a more gender neutral workforce”; “our program 

has come a long way from the ‘old boys club’ mentality. 

While it still exists we are starting to make changes. We 

will continue to move forward as more of those with the 

old mindset retire and move on”; “there are sub cultures 

and individuals within BC Wildfire Service whose 

attitudes create extremely negative and hostile work 

environments for women”; “cultural change”; “on many 

crews, teams and in many offices an ‘old boys’ club 

persists. This broader cultural paradigm impacts the way 

that women are viewed and treated within our 

organization. This culture needs to shift” 

 

 

 


