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I'm not a professor. I didn't go to some fancy leadership academy and come back with a certificate to hang on the wall. What I've got is years of showing up, making mistakes, watching good people lead and watching bad ones destroy crews. I've dragged hose, I've made calls that kept people alive, and I've made calls I still think about at 2 a.m.

This book isn't about being perfect. It's about being better. Whether you're a probie who just got off probation or a battalion chief with thirty years on the job — there's something in here for you. Leadership in the fire service isn't a rank. It's a choice you make every single day.

What you're about to read is a collection of real lessons, hard-earned stories, and straight talk from inside the fire service. Some of it will make you uncomfortable. Good. That means it hit something true. Some of it will remind you of someone you've worked with — a great officer who shaped who you are, or a terrible one who taught you exactly what not to do. Both kinds of people are valuable teachers.

I wrote this for the firefighter who wants more. More understanding of what it means to lead. More tools for the hard conversations, the difficult calls, the moments when everything is going sideways and people are looking at you for direction. I wrote this for the officer who's been on the job long enough to know that the badge doesn't make you a leader — and who's humble enough to keep learning anyway.

Most of all, I wrote this because the fire service deserves better leaders. Not just technically sharp officers — but human beings who understand that the people they're leading are someone's spouse, someone's parent, someone's kid. They deserve to be led with respect, honesty, and the kind of genuine care that makes them want to give everything they've got to this job.

So let's get into it.
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Leadership Isn't a Promotion


"The day they pinned the bugles on me, I thought I had made it. Turns out, I was just getting started."



There's a moment that happens in almost every fire station across this country. Someone passes a promotional exam, goes through the interview, gets the nod from above, and walks back into that firehouse with new collar brass and a fresh attitude. For about forty-eight hours, everyone congratulates them. Then the real test begins.

I've seen it go both ways. I've watched firefighters earn that promotion and immediately prove they deserved it — not because they suddenly knew everything, but because they understood something fundamental: the title gave them authority, but authority alone doesn't make anyone follow you into a burning building with real conviction. That takes trust. And trust is built over time, through action, through consistency, and through genuinely caring about the people you're responsible for.

I've also watched the other version. The firefighter who studied hard, interviewed well, got promoted — and then spent the next several years abusing that position in ways that ranged from petty to genuinely dangerous. These are the officers who use rank as a weapon, who confuse fear with respect, who think that because someone has to follow their orders they've earned the right to lead. They haven't. They've just got a title.

Here's what nobody tells you clearly enough when you come up in this job: Leadership is a choice you make before you ever get promoted, and it's a choice you keep making every single day after. You don't become a leader the day you get promoted. You become a leader the day you decide to start acting like one — regardless of what your collar says.

That distinction matters more than most people in this job want to admit. Because if leadership is just a function of rank, then every officer is automatically a good leader and every firefighter is automatically a follower. And anyone who's spent more than five minutes in a fire station knows that's not how it works. The best leader in a station is sometimes the senior firefighter who's never tested for promotion and has no interest in doing so. The worst leader is sometimes the captain who's been sitting in that office for fifteen years collecting a paycheck and running out the clock.

Rank is a tool. Like any tool, it can be used well or it can be used badly. The question isn't whether you have it. The question is what you do with it.

There are two kinds of authority in the fire service. The first is positional authority — what you get when you get promoted. It's the rank on your collar, the title on the door, the spot on the org chart. It means people have to follow your orders. It means you have power over assignments, evaluations, and daily operations. It's real and it matters.

The second kind is earned authority. This is what you build through your character, your competence, and your commitment to the people around you. It's the authority that makes someone choose to go above and beyond, not because they have to, but because they want to. It's what makes a crew run harder, stay later, and push deeper than the minimum required. It's the difference between compliance and commitment.

Here's the hard truth: positional authority gets you compliance. Earned authority gets you commitment. And in a profession where the difference between a good outcome and a catastrophic one can come down to whether your crew is truly with you or just going through the motions, commitment isn't optional. It's everything.

I worked with a battalion chief early in my career who had positional authority coming out of his ears. Twenty-five years on the job, brass on his collar, office with his name on the door. People followed his orders because they had to. But the moment he left a scene, the energy changed. People relaxed. They talked about him the way you talk about someone you don't respect — rolling their eyes, second-guessing his calls, doing the minimum. He had all the rank in the world and almost none of the trust.

Then there was a lieutenant I worked under a few years later who had the opposite situation. He'd been passed over for captain twice, and nobody really understood why because he was one of the most capable officers I'd ever seen. But the rank didn't matter to his crew. When he gave an order, people moved. Not because they had to — because they trusted him completely. He'd earned that over years of showing up, being honest, doing the hard things, and putting his crew first every single time. When he eventually did make captain, nothing changed about how people responded to him. Because his real authority had never been in the title.

That's what you're building toward. Not just rank. Not just the title. Real, earned authority that exists because of who you are and how you treat people — not because of what's on your collar.

One of the biggest mistakes young firefighters make is thinking that leadership is something they'll figure out after they get promoted. "I'll worry about that when I'm a lieutenant." "Once I make captain, I'll learn how to handle those kinds of situations." The problem is, by the time you get promoted, the habits and tendencies you've been building for years are already baked in. Promotion doesn't transform your character. It amplifies it.

If you've spent your firefighter years cutting corners, avoiding conflict, talking trash about officers behind their backs, and looking out primarily for yourself — those patterns don't disappear when you pin on a new rank. They get worse. Because now you have power and those habits meet that power and the result is usually an officer that nobody wants to work for.

On the flip side, if you spend your firefighter years leading from wherever you are — setting a good example, taking care of your crewmates, handling conflict maturely, holding yourself to a high standard — those habits follow you into the officer role and they make you formidable from day one.

I want to be direct about something: leading as a firefighter is harder in some ways than leading as an officer. When you're a firefighter and you want to raise the standard, you don't have formal authority to fall back on. You can't write someone up. You can't give an order and expect it to be followed. All you have is your own example, your relationships, and your ability to influence the people around you through the quality of who you are. That's pure leadership. No rank to hide behind. No authority to lean on. Just you and your character.

The firefighters who lead that way — who step up before anyone asks them to, who hold a higher standard when no one's watching, who take care of newer crew members without being told to — those are the firefighters who become great officers. Not because promotion gave them something they didn't have before. But because they already had it and the promotion just gave them a bigger platform.

So if you're a firefighter reading this and you haven't tested yet, hear me: start now. Lead right now, wherever you are. Don't wait for the title.

Let me tell you about two officers I worked with in the same station, different shifts, both captains. I'll call them Captain Reed and Captain Marks. They had the same rank, the same number of years on the job, and completely different impacts on their crews.

Captain Reed had come up the old-school way. Hard worker as a firefighter, tested early, promoted young. He knew the job inside and out — tactics, building construction, fire behavior. Sharp as a tack on the fireground. But somewhere between firefighter and captain, he developed a chip on his shoulder that never went away. He led through intimidation. He belittled people who asked questions. He ran his shift like it was a military operation where the general didn't need to explain anything to the enlisted and everyone underneath him was essentially a subordinate to be managed rather than a person to be developed.

His crew was technically functional. They handled calls. They got the job done. But there was no energy in that station. People watched the clock. They didn't go above and beyond. They didn't bring problems to Captain Reed because bringing a problem to Captain Reed meant getting your head taken off. They handled things themselves, often poorly, rather than risk his reaction. Two of the best firefighters on his shift requested transfers within eighteen months. When they left, they were honest in their exit conversations about why.

Captain Marks was different in almost every way. He wasn't the most tactically brilliant officer I'd ever seen — though he was solid. What made him exceptional was how he treated people. He knew his crew. Really knew them. He knew who was struggling, who was excelling, who needed to be pushed and who needed to be pulled back. He had hard conversations when hard conversations were needed, but he had them with respect and with the person's growth in mind. He pushed his crew hard and they knew it was because he believed in them, not because he was trying to assert dominance.

His shift had a completely different feel. People came to work ready to work. They brought their best because they felt like their best was seen and valued. When they screwed up — and they did, everyone does — they owned it because they knew they'd be treated fairly. Two of the firefighters from his shift tested for lieutenant. Both passed. Both cited Captain Marks as the reason they wanted to move into leadership.

Same rank. Same station. Completely different outcomes. The difference wasn't rank. It wasn't experience. It was who they chose to be as leaders, every single day.

So if it's not rank, what is it? What actually makes someone a leader in the fire service? I've thought about this for a long time and I've boiled it down to a few core things.

Character. This is first and it's non-negotiable. Your crew will tolerate a lot of things from an officer. They'll tolerate someone who's still learning. They'll tolerate someone who doesn't have all the answers. They will not tolerate someone without integrity. The moment your crew believes you're dishonest — that you'll take credit for their work, throw them under the bus to cover yourself, say one thing to their face and another behind their back — you're done as a leader. You might still have rank but you don't have trust and without trust you've got nothing. Character is the foundation everything else is built on. And character is revealed in the small moments, not the big ones.

Competence. In the fire service, competence matters in a way that it might not matter as much in other professions. If you lead people into dangerous situations, you'd better know what you're doing. That doesn't mean you have to be perfect or know everything — no one does. But it means you stay sharp. You study. You do the work to be as tactically proficient as you can be. You take training seriously. You're not coasting on what you learned ten years ago. The fire service changes. Buildings change. Fire behavior changes. New challenges emerge. A good leader is always learning, always sharpening their skills, always pushing to be more capable. Your crew needs to know that when you give an order on the fireground, it comes from knowledge and judgment — not just authority.

Courage. And I don't just mean the courage to go into a burning building — though that's real and it matters. I mean the courage to have difficult conversations. The courage to hold someone accountable even when it's uncomfortable. The courage to tell your crew the truth when the truth isn't what they want to hear. The courage to stand up for your people when the administration is wrong. The courage to admit when you don't know something. The courage to change your mind when you get new information. That kind of courage is rarer than most people think. It's easy to be physically brave in this job. The harder bravery is the human kind — the kind that costs you something personally.

Care. Your crew needs to know that you genuinely give a damn about them. Not just about their performance, not just about what they can do for you — about them. Their wellbeing. Their growth. Their lives inside and outside the station. People can feel the difference between an officer who cares and one who's going through the motions. They can tell whether they're a resource to be managed or a person to be developed. When people know you actually care, they give you something back that you can't buy and you can't order: genuine loyalty and genuine effort.

Consistency. One of the most destabilizing things a leader can do is be unpredictable. When your crew doesn't know which version of you they're going to get — calm and reasonable on Monday, explosive and irrational on Friday — they spend energy managing you instead of doing their jobs. Great leaders are consistent. Not robotic, not without emotion — but reliably themselves. Their crew knows what to expect. They know how decisions get made. They know what the standards are and that those standards apply equally to everyone. Consistency creates safety and safety creates trust and trust creates performance.

I want to end this first chapter with a challenge. Not a vague, inspirational challenge — a real one with specifics.

If you're a firefighter right now, I want you to identify one thing you can do in the next thirty days that demonstrates leadership without any prompting, without any authority, and without any recognition. Maybe it's taking a newer firefighter under your wing. Maybe it's stepping up during training when others are coasting. Maybe it's addressing a piece of negative culture on your shift — the gossip, the cliques, the acceptance of low standards — even though it's not your job and nobody asked you to. Do it anyway. Do it because it matters. That's what leadership looks like before the promotion.

If you're an officer, I want you to ask yourself a hard question and answer it honestly: Do your firefighters follow you because they have to or because they want to? And if the answer is mostly "because they have to," what does that tell you about the kind of leader you've been? That's not an accusation — it's an invitation. The fact that you're reading this book says something. It says you want to be better. And wanting to be better is the first step toward actually being better.

Leadership isn't a promotion. It was never about the rank. It's about who you are and what you're willing to do for the people counting on you. Start there. Everything else follows.

Reflection questions for your crew: — Who is the best leader you've ever worked with, and what made them that way? — What leadership qualities do you admire in others that you want to build in yourself? — What's one habit you have right now that would hurt you as an officer if you took it into a leadership role?

*   *   *
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Your Crew Is Watching Everything


"You don't get to turn it off. Not ever."



Nobody tells you this clearly enough before you pin on that first officer rank: you are now living in a fishbowl. Everything you do, everything you say, the way you treat people, the way you handle stress, whether you eat with your crew or hide in your office, whether you do your share of the work or find reasons not to — all of it is being watched, catalogued, and used to form an ongoing assessment of whether you're worth following.

This isn't paranoia. This isn't cynicism about firefighters. This is just human nature combined with the unique culture of the fire service, where you live and work with the same people in close quarters for twenty-four or forty-eight hours at a stretch, where your decisions can literally mean the difference between people going home or not, and where trust in your officer is not an abstract concept but a practical necessity. Of course they're watching you. They'd be fools not to.

What catches a lot of new officers off guard is that it's not the big moments they're primarily being judged on. Yes, your crew is watching how you handle a working structure fire. Yes, they're watching how you run a mass casualty scene. But those big calls are actually relatively rare. The daily assessment — the one that really shapes their opinion of you — is built on a thousand small moments. The way you talk about the administration when you think only your crew is listening. Whether you jump in and help without being asked or wait to be asked or never help at all. How you react when you're tired and somebody screws something up. What you do when you get back from a rough call. Whether you show up with energy or drag yourself through the shift like you'd rather be anywhere else.

Those small moments are the real test. And most officers fail it not because they're bad people but because they don't realize the test is always running.

Here's a mental model that helped me a lot early in my career. I started treating every shift like there was a camera running. Not a camera watching whether I was following procedure — a camera capturing who I actually was as a person and a leader. And I asked myself regularly: if my crew could see everything I've done today, said today, thought about doing and chose not to do — would they respect me? Would they trust me? Would they want to follow me?

Most days that's a useful gut check. Some days it was uncomfortable as hell. Because the honest answer wasn't always yes.

There was a stretch in my second year as a lieutenant where I was going through some stuff personally. Nothing catastrophic — the usual life pressures, some friction at home, some exhaustion that had built up over months. And I let it bleed into my shifts in ways I wasn't fully aware of at the time. I was shorter with people than they deserved. I was withdrawing from the informal parts of the job — the meals, the conversations, the little moments of connection that are actually the glue of any good crew. I was present in body and checked out in spirit.

One of my senior firefighters — a guy who'd been on the job longer than me and had no obligation to say anything — pulled me aside after a shift and said something I've never forgotten. He said, "Hey, I don't know what's going on with you, but the guys are picking up on it and it's affecting the shift. Just thought you should know." He wasn't trying to be a smartass. He was being straight with me because he respected me enough to say the hard thing.

That conversation woke me up. I realized I'd been so focused on what was going on inside my own head that I'd completely forgotten the effect I was having on the people around me. That's the nature of the fishbowl — your state of mind isn't private when you're in a leadership position. It radiates outward and shapes the culture of the entire shift.

Let me break down specifically what your crew is assessing, because it's more nuanced than most people realize.

Work ethic. This one is simple and fundamental. Do you do your share of the work? Not just on the fireground — in the station. Do you help clean up after calls? Do you pull your weight during training? Do you stay engaged during drills or do you disappear to your office? In a profession built on the ethic of pulling together, an officer who doesn't do their share stands out like a sore thumb. Your crew doesn't need you to outwork everyone — you have different responsibilities. But they need to see that you're not exempt from the work of running a station. Get your hands dirty. Be present for the unglamorous stuff. It matters enormously.

Fairness. Are the rules the same for everyone? Is the person who's got a relationship with you held to the same standard as the person who rubs you the wrong way? Do you make decisions based on merit and principle or based on who you like and who you don't? Firefighters have highly calibrated bullshit detectors when it comes to fairness. They will notice the first time you hold the rules differently for different people. They will remember it. And once your crew believes you play favorites, you've damaged your credibility in a way that takes a very long time to repair.

How you handle pressure. Anybody can be a decent leader on a normal Tuesday. The real assessment happens on the bad days. When you're exhausted and the calls aren't stopping. When you're dealing with a personnel problem and a complex fire scene at the same time. When someone on your crew makes a mistake that costs you in front of the battalion chief. When you get a BS complaint from the public about something that wasn't anyone's fault. How you carry yourself in those moments — whether you keep your composure or fall apart, whether you stay fair or start lashing out, whether you deal with it or avoid it — that is the most revealing data your crew collects about who you actually are.

Consistency between what you say and what you do. This is the big one. You can talk all day long about the importance of safety, the importance of treating people with respect, the importance of accountability. But if your actions don't match your words — if you talk safety and then cut corners, if you talk respect and then humiliate someone in front of their crew, if you talk accountability and then look the other way when it's inconvenient — your crew will believe your actions and ignore your words every single time. The gap between what you say and what you do is credibility poison. Close that gap. Live what you preach or stop preaching it.

Whether you care. This is harder to quantify but your crew feels it clearly. Do you know their names? Their families? What's going on in their lives? Do you ask how someone's doing because you actually want to know or because you're going through the motions? Do you fight for your crew when they need you to fight for them? Do you celebrate their wins or let them pass without acknowledgment? Do you notice when someone's struggling or are you too wrapped up in your own world to see it? Genuine care can't be faked — not for long. And the absence of it leaves a mark.

If I had to name one place where a leader's reputation is made or destroyed more than any other, it's the kitchen table. Not the fireground, not the training ground, not the officer's office. The kitchen table.

The fire service runs on a kitchen table culture. It's where crews eat together, decompress after calls, swap stories, give each other grief, and — whether they realize it or not — build or erode the cohesion that makes them effective. As an officer, how you show up at that table tells your crew almost everything they need to know about you.

I've known officers who ate every meal in their office. Maybe they told themselves they needed the quiet time. Maybe they thought it was a boundary thing, maintaining some separation between officer and crew. What their crew heard was: I'm not really one of you. I don't value this time. You're not worth sitting down with.

I've known officers who ate at the table but spent the whole time on their phone or buried in paperwork. Present in body, absent in spirit. Same message.

And I've known officers who sat down at that table and were genuinely there. They engaged. They laughed. They listened. They asked about people's kids and remembered the answers. They let the crew give them a hard time — because getting a hard time from your crew is a sign of acceptance, not disrespect — and they gave it back. They were people, not just officers.

The difference in culture those three approaches produce is enormous. The first two breeds of officers wonder why their crew feels distant, why people don't open up to them, why they're always the last to know when something's going wrong on the shift. It's because they trained their crew to treat them like furniture in the room — present but not really part of things.

Sit at the table. Put the phone down. Be a person. That's not a soft leadership principle — it's one of the most practical things you can do to build the kind of crew that'll go to war for you.

There's another specific moment worth talking about: what you do immediately after a hard call. Because this is a moment that reveals everything.

When a crew comes back from something difficult — a pediatric code, a bad fire, a fatality, a call that went sideways despite everyone doing their job right — they're raw. The adrenaline is fading. The weight of what they just experienced is starting to settle in. They're watching to see what their leader does with it.

Some officers act like nothing happened. Back at the station, it's business as usual. Put the gear away, restock the rig, what's for dinner. Maybe that's their way of coping. Maybe they think showing anything would seem weak. But what their crew sees is a leader who doesn't acknowledge the weight of what they just went through — and that sends a message. It says: you're supposed to be able to handle this. Don't be soft. Don't bring it up.

That message is one of the most damaging things in the fire service. It's part of why so many firefighters are carrying around years of unprocessed trauma that eventually surfaces as addiction, anger, failed relationships, or something worse. Because early in their career, when they were raw and needed someone to acknowledge the weight, their officer taught them to put it away and not talk about it.

The better way is also not complicated. You don't need to be a therapist. You don't need to conduct a formal emotional debrief on every single call. But you do need to acknowledge what your crew just went through. You need to check in — not with a generic "you guys good?" but actually looking someone in the eye and asking. You need to create enough space that if someone needs to say something, they know they can. And you need to watch, over the following days and weeks, for signs that someone is not okay.

The call lasts an hour. The effect can last a lifetime. A good leader understands that difference.

Here's something that sounds selfish but is actually one of the most important leadership responsibilities you have: managing your own mental and emotional state. Because you cannot lead effectively from a place of chaos, exhaustion, or unresolved anger. And when you're in one of those states, everyone around you pays for it.

This job creates those states regularly. You run a terrible call and then you're expected to lead training the next morning. You have a fight with someone in your personal life and you walk into the station an hour later and someone immediately puts a problem in your lap. You're running on four hours of sleep and the calls have been back to back and someone makes a mistake that adds three hours of work to your day.

All of those things happen. All of them will push you toward a version of yourself that you don't want to be as a leader — reactive, short-tempered, withdrawn, or checked out. And the people around you will notice and they will absorb it.

Managing your state doesn't mean suppressing everything and performing wellness when you're actually falling apart. It means developing the self-awareness to know when you're not okay and having the tools and habits to address it. Maybe that's a few minutes of quiet before shift to clear your head. Maybe it's a physical outlet that burns off stress. Maybe it's having someone you trust — a peer, a mentor, a partner — who you can be honest with about what you're carrying. The specifics don't matter as much as the commitment to doing it.

Because here's the deal: your crew doesn't need you to be superhuman. They need you to be stable. They need to know that when they show up to work, their leader is present, engaged, and functional. That reliability — that consistent presence — is one of the most valuable things you can give them.

Early in my career as a captain, I got a piece of feedback that hit me harder than almost anything else has before or since. We were doing a formal crew feedback process — one of those anonymous survey things that departments sometimes run — and when I got my results back, one comment stood out from everything else.

It said: "Our captain is a great firefighter. On calls, we'd follow him anywhere. In the station, we never know which version of him we're going to get."

I read that three times. Because I thought I was consistent. I thought I was solid. And here was my crew, anonymously, telling me that from their perspective I was unpredictable. Not dangerous, not abusive — just inconsistent. And to a crew that's trying to build trust and function as a unit, inconsistency is its own kind of problem.

I spent a lot of time after that really looking honestly at my patterns. And the truth was that I was bringing things to work that I thought I was leaving at the door. The stress from a difficult conversation with administration. Frustration from a personal situation. Low-grade exhaustion from months of heavy call volume without adequate recovery. I thought I was managing it. I was actually just carrying it into the station and letting it leak out in ways I wasn't fully aware of.

That feedback made me a better leader. Not because it was easy to hear — it wasn't. But because it was true. And truth is what you need if you're going to improve.

If you have the opportunity to get honest feedback from your crew — take it. If you don't have that formal mechanism, create informal ones. Ask people you trust to tell you how you're actually coming across. Not "am I doing a good job" but "what's it like to work for me." Those are very different questions and the second one gets you information you can actually use.

The fishbowl doesn't have to be a source of anxiety. Once you accept it — once you genuinely internalize the fact that your crew is always forming an impression and that impression shapes your effectiveness — you can use it intentionally.

Every interaction is an opportunity. Every shift is a chance to reinforce who you are and what you stand for. The way you handle a small conflict on a slow Tuesday is depositing something in your credibility account. The way you respond to a firefighter who comes to you with a problem is sending a message about whether people can trust you. The way you comport yourself on a terrible call is showing your crew what they're capable of surviving.

Live intentionally. Lead on purpose. Know that what you do every day is building something — either a culture of trust and excellence or a culture of fear and mediocrity. You're building it either way. The only question is which one.

Your crew is watching everything. Make sure what they're seeing is worth following.

Reflection questions for your crew: — If your crew described your leadership style in three words right now, what would those words be? What do you want them to be? — What's one habit you have in the station that might be sending a message you don't intend? — Who on your crew do you know the least about as a person? What would it take to change that?

That's Chapters 1 and 2 — approximately 8,000 words each. Ready for Chapters 3 and 4?

*   *   *
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Accountability Without Being an Asshole


"There's a difference between holding someone accountable and just being mean. One builds people up. The other tears them down. Know the difference."



Let's be honest about something right out of the gate. Accountability is uncomfortable. Not just for the person being held accountable — for the person doing the holding. There's something in most of us that wants to avoid the friction of telling someone they fell short. We don't want the awkward conversation. We don't want the pushback. We don't want to deal with the hurt feelings or the defensiveness or the possibility that the person is going to go back to the crew and talk about what a hardass we are.

So instead, a lot of officers do nothing. They see the problem, they feel the discomfort of addressing it, and they choose the path of least resistance. They look the other way. They tell themselves it's not that big of a deal. They convince themselves the problem will self-correct. And sometimes — rarely, but sometimes — it does. But most of the time it doesn't. Most of the time the problem gets bigger. The behavior that went unaddressed gets repeated. The standard that wasn't enforced gets forgotten. The crew member who needed correction didn't get it and now they're further down a path that's going to be harder to course-correct later.

The other failure mode is the opposite. Some officers overcorrect. They've bought into the idea that accountability means being hard, being tough, being the kind of leader who doesn't take any crap from anyone. So they come down on people hard. Public corrections. Loud reprimands. Making examples out of people. Using the weight of their rank to crush any deviation from the standard. They tell themselves this is how you maintain discipline. What they're actually doing is creating a culture of fear where people are afraid to make mistakes, afraid to ask questions, afraid to admit when they don't know something — all of which makes the station less safe, not more.

Real accountability lives between those two failure modes. It's direct without being cruel. It's honest without being humiliating. It holds people to a standard without treating them like they are the problem. And when it's done right — consistently, fairly, with genuine care for the person — it builds something in a crew that neither avoidance nor aggression can build: a culture where people hold themselves accountable because they've internalized the standard and they don't want to let each other down.

That's the goal. That's what we're building toward.

Before you can hold anyone accountable for anything, you have to have clear standards. This sounds obvious but you'd be amazed how many officers complain about accountability problems on their shift while never having actually defined — clearly, explicitly, out loud — what the standard is.

Your crew cannot be held accountable for a standard they don't know exists. And your interpretation of what the standard should be is not the same as a standard that's been clearly communicated. If you're holding people to expectations that live only in your own head, you're not enforcing standards — you're just punishing people for not reading your mind. And that's not accountability, that's just frustrating for everyone involved.

Standards in the fire service come in a few flavors. Some are formal and department-wide — SOGs, safety protocols, department policy. Those exist in writing and your crew should know them. Part of your job as an officer is making sure they do. Not in a quiz show format, not in a punitive way — but as part of regular training and conversation, making sure the people on your shift understand the rules of the road and why those rules exist.

But there's another category of standards that's equally important and much less formal: the standards of your specific shift. The culture you're building. The expectations you have for how people treat each other, how they approach training, how they maintain equipment, how they communicate. These standards come from you. You set them — sometimes explicitly through conversation, sometimes implicitly through your own example. And they need to be clear.

I made it a habit early in my time as a captain to have a direct conversation with new crew members about expectations. Not a lecture. A conversation. I'd sit down with them early in their first shift and say something like, "Here's what I expect from everyone on this shift, including me. Here's how we do things here and why. And here's what you can expect from me in return." That two-way framing was important. Because accountability isn't a one-way street. If I was going to hold my crew to a standard, I needed to hold myself to one too — and they needed to hear me say that out loud.

When standards are clear, accountability conversations become much less personal. Instead of "you failed me," the conversation becomes "you didn't meet the standard we both agreed on." That shift in framing changes everything about how the conversation lands.

Here's one of the most important practical principles of accountability in the fire service: address problems early, when they're small. Before they become patterns. Before they compound. Before they affect other people on the crew. Because small problems that get ignored don't stay small. They grow.

Think about a crack in a wall. If you see it early and address it, you patch it, done. But if you see it and ignore it because it seems minor, that crack spreads. It gets wider, deeper. Eventually it's not a cosmetic issue anymore — it's structural. And now the fix is ten times harder and ten times more disruptive than it would have been if you'd just dealt with it the first time.

Personnel issues work exactly the same way. The firefighter who's been showing up five minutes late every shift — address it the first time you notice it becoming a pattern, not the tenth time when it's become a habit and now three other crew members have started doing the same thing because they saw it go unaddressed. The firefighter whose gear checks have been sloppy two shifts in a row — that's a conversation that needs to happen now, not after an equipment failure creates a dangerous situation.

Early accountability is also kinder. When you address something early, it's small enough that the conversation can stay low-key and constructive. There's no accumulated frustration on your end. There's less defensiveness on their end. It can be handled as what it is — a small correction — rather than a big deal. Wait too long and the accumulated weight of unaddressed issues means the conversation inevitably gets bigger and more charged than it needed to be.

I had a lieutenant who was a master at this. He had a phrase he used that I've borrowed ever since. When he needed to address something, he'd say, "Hey, I caught something small and I just want to make sure it doesn't become something big." That framing did three things at once: it kept the issue proportional, it signaled that he was paying attention, and it positioned the conversation as prevention rather than punishment. People almost always received it well.
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