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Executive summary 
The aim of the current study was to investigate the psychological, cognitive (i.e. identity) and 
emotional issues, psychosocial factors and challenges faced by retiring firefighters. The study 
follows a Phase I literature review, which emphasised the need for organisational interventions 
to ensure a healthy and successful transition to retirement among career firefighters. The 
findings of the current study strongly indicate that retiring firefighters face major challenges and 
issues in different life domains (i.e., health, relationships, finance and psychological) and they 
are ill-prepared for retirement transition. Specifically, I find that pre-retirees have over- 
optimistic and unrealistic expectations about their life in retirement, hence they invest little 
effort and thought in retirement planning and preparation. These issues are especially 
aggravated for those firefighters who retire unexpectedly, due to medical reasons. 

Retirement thinking, planning, and decision making among pre-retirees is dominated by financial 
concerns and considerations, with little thought dedicated to other aspects of retirement that 
also require extensive preparation. However, I do find that pre-retirees seem to be more astute 
with retirement planning, as compared to retirees. This is a positive development, indicating a 
growing recognition that retirement requires planning. Nevertheless, several areas of retirement 
planning require further improvement, such as longer-term planning and the involvement of 
others (i.e., family, friends and advisors) in the process. 

The current study also sought to investigate how job attitudes impact retirement planning and 
transitions. Previous research suggested that strong occupational identity among firefighters may 
be detrimental to successful transition. Indeed, retirees in the current study reported increased 
levels of occupational identification. However, interestingly, while work centrality was negatively 
related to ease of retirement transition, it was positively related to retirement adjustment. This 
suggests that the positive effects of job attitudes should be harnessed to ensure a more successful 
retirement transition, for example by creating opportunities for retirees to stay involved and 
engaged with the organisation.  

Overall, study findings suggest that retirement involves a complex web of interconnected issues, 
where unaddressed challenges in one life domain will have a detrimental effect on all other 
domains. There is a strong need to address the current shortcoming in retirement planning via 
planned organisational interventions and policies. 

The study participants agreed that Department of Fire and Emergency Services (DFES) should be 
more involved in retirement planning, preparation and transition of career firefighters. Various 
solutions and possible practices have been discussed, ranging in the scope and resource 
requirements. The practices that received most support and were perceived as most useful are 
provision of more retirement-related information via means of workshops and knowledge 
databases, pre-retirement mental and physical health checks for all firefighters, provision of 
support services to retired firefighters (e.g., peer support group) and opportunities for gradual 
retirement transition (e.g., moving into non-operational jobs). 

Based on the extensive analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data, I make several key 
recommendations for practices or policies to be introduced by DFES to address the identified 
retirement-related issues and challenges. These recommendations are presented and briefly 
discussed in the introduction section of the report. 
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Introduction 
This report outlines the findings of the research study, which involved structured interviews, 
online surveys and focus groups with pre-retired and retired DFES career firefighters, as well as 
other stakeholders. 

The first part of the report outlines the key findings from the interviews and surveys related to the 
job attitudes such as occupational identity and job satisfaction, reasons for retirement, 
respondents’ engagement with retirement planning in different life domains at various retirement 
stages, perceptions of retirement transition, retirement attitudes and changes experienced versus 
changes expected in different life domains. This part of the report provides an insight into issues, 
challenges and rewards of retirement as experienced by firefighters. 

The second part of the report discusses various organisational practices that DFES could consider 
implementing to address retirement- related challenges and issues. The respondents were asked to 
rate these practices in terms of their perceived usefulness. Rich qualitative comments were 
analysed and summarised in order to understand the potential support for the proposed 
interventions. 

The third part of the report provides a summary of focus group discussions. The focus groups were 
organised to discuss the interview findings and collectively brainstorm possible solutions, as well as 
their implementation, feasibility, buy-in and effectiveness. 

Based on an extensive analysis of the quantitative and qualitative data (over 4,000 pages of 
written transcripts), I offer some recommendations about further steps that DFES could undertake 
in addressing issues identified through this research. These are listed and briefly discussed next. 
The remainder of the report provides substantial evidence to support these recommendations, 
however, these are by no means exhaustive. 

Recommendations 
 Provide retirement – related information via different communication channels

Lack of information about both financial and non-financial aspects of retirement was the primary 
concern among many of study participants. It was suggested that lack of information leads to 
unrealistic expectation about retirement, insufficient planning and poor adjustment. Current 
financial seminars were criticised for their limited availability, accessibility and usefulness. 
Firefighters were not sure about where to search for information and what questions they should 
be asking or discussing in relation to their retirement. Therefore, DFES should provide more 
information about different aspects of retirement using various communication channels to reach 
more firefighters at different stages of their career. 

I suggest the creation of an online ‘retirement knowledge database’ that would include 
information about retirement planning in different life domains, a retirement checklist and 
external links. Retirement stories and case studies of recent retirees should be included to 
facilitate role modelling. This information should be duplicated in a form of flyers and bulletins, 
regularly included in the newsletter or other communication to firefighters. An online self-paced 
retirement preparation learning program should be created to guide firefighters through the 
process of retirement planning. In addition, financial workshops and seminars should be simplified 
and expanded to include information on the non-financial aspects of retirement. 

 Offer regular physical and mental health checks to operational personnel

Provision of regular health check-ups was one of the most widely supported organisational 
practices in the research study. Health check-ups could facilitate early identification, timely 
intervention, prevention and benchmarking of both physical and mental health injuries and 
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conditions for aging firefighters. This could, in turn, significantly improve retirement transition and 
adjustment, as well as reduce growing numbers of workers’ compensation claims and medical 
retirements. Over time, information about firefighters’ health status would allow for evidence- 
based projection of potential changes in firefighters’ physical and mental health. This will inform 
and enhance both individual retirement planning, organisational health and risk management 
practices. 

A cornerstone issue to be resolved in relation to health check-ups is whether these should be 
mandatory or voluntary. There was little agreement among the study participants and strong 
arguments were provided on both sides of the argument. From one side, firefighters seem to be 
strongly opposed to any mandatory practices and fear that health check-ups could be used to force 
them into early retirement, which is not the intended purpose of the practice. On the other side, 
it was recognised that having a voluntary check-up will have little benefit to those firefighters who 
actually require it the most. Therefore, I recommend that (at the initial stage) health checks 
should be offered by the third party provider, who are bound by a confidentiality clause. 
Information provided to DFES should be de-identified. This will enable standardisation of health 
checks (as compared to GP services), which is beneficial for benchmarking and planning 
interventions. 

 Communication with and involvement of retired firefighters

A major criticism of the current DFES practice was disengagement with retired firefighters. This 
was perceived as both a lack of recognition and respect for their long service, but also as a waste 
of a potentially valuable knowledge resource. Many of the retirees were willing and motivated to 
stay involved in some capacity and continue to contribute to the organisation. Both pre-retirees 
and retirees implicitly expressed the need to remain useful and worthy in their retirement. 

There are several different ways in which DFES could continue to involve retired firefighters: 
volunteering with existing volunteer units, mentoring of the new recruits, peer support for both 
retirees and operational personnel, and/or participation in the retirement planning events and 
workshops to share their experiences. The majority of these ideas received strong support from our 
participants, with firefighters willing to undertake such activities in a voluntary (unpaid) capacity. 

Findings of the current study have already informed change in some DFES practices. For example, 
extending EAP service provision to recently retired firefighters and creation of an online resource 
about retirement. However, it was apparent that these initiatives had not been clearly 
communicated to staff. Furthermore, follow-up with recent retirees could significantly improve 
their retirement transition outcomes and adjustment. Therefore, I recommend that retiree 
communication and involvement should be the responsibility of a dedicated wellness officer (part- 
or full-time position). 

 Facilitate alternative job pathways for pre-retirees

Lack of training and development opportunities and related lack of alternative career pathways for 
firefighters (both internally and externally) were seen as key factors that contribute to some 
firefighters staying in the operational roles too long. Study participants advocated for a more open 
and inclusive approach, to facilitate a culture of training in the organisation, as well as creation of 
more opportunities for firefighters, which would ultimately also benefit the organisation (e.g., by 
delivering some of the currently outsourced services). This requires a more strategic approach to 
job analysis, design, and planning. The first step could be analysis of light duty positions offered to 
medically retired or injured firefighters. These positions were criticised for being meaningless and 
thus ill-perceived. Training and upskilling at earlier career stages would mean that firefighters are 
prepared to step into light duty positions when needed. 
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Background 
In 2017, DFES commissioned UWA researchers to conduct a comprehensive review of the published 
and ‘grey’ literature, and to undertake preliminary interviewees with firefighters, their family 
members and other stakeholders (e.g. Union) to investigate challenges and opportunities 
associated with firefighters’ retirement. The findings of the Phase I investigation suggested that 
retirement involves an array of unique and complex challenges associated with physical and 
mental health, relationships with family and friends, life attitudes, and occupation identity. It 
was also found that organisations play a critical role in helping employees achieve more successful 
and healthy retirements. A number of recommendations to improve current DFES retirement-
related practices were put forth, for example, a need for a dedicated preparation- for-retirement 
program for career firefighters. 

Following the report, DFES has commissioned UWA to undertake a broader data collection and to 
investigate the feasibility and validity of the proposed interventions. The aims of the Phase II 
mixed methods study were to: 

1. Increase understanding of challenges and rewards for firefighters and their families in pre-
retirement, retirement and post retirement stages;

2. Provide feasible and evidence based recommendations for program elements, procedures
and supports for firefighters and their families in pre-retirement, retirement transition and
post retirement; and

3. Propose an evaluation framework for a transition to retirement program.

It was expected that the findings of Phase II will inform the design of pilot programs, procedures 
and supports addressing a more successful transition to retirement to be trialled for DFES career 
Firefighters and their families. 

The research adds to the body of knowledge that informs best practice for firefighters not only in 
Western Australia, but across Australia and international emergency services. It is therefore likely 
to be of interest to members of AFAC and other similar international organisations. Currently, two 
other agencies—South Australia Metropolitan Fire Service and Fire and Emergency New Zealand—
have become involved in the research study. 

Methodology 
The majority of the data was collected using a structured interview approach that was guided by a 
survey tool specifically designed for this study. The survey included both quantitative (i.e. 
validated measurement scales) and qualitative (i.e. open ended) questions. Several versions of 
the survey were developed to suit the different needs of pre-retirement and post-retirement 
cohorts of respondents. Ethics approval for the study was granted by UWA Human Research Ethics 
Office (approval number RA/4/20/4093). 

Participants were recruited using several communication channels, including an announcement 
sent by the Retired Firefighters Association to their members, e-mails sent out by the DFES 
Wellness Branch to Station Officers, and snowball sampling, whereby participants were asked to 
provide contacts of their friends and colleagues who would be interested in taking part in the 
study. 

Each participant was interviewed in either a face-to-face setting or by phone by one or several 
researchers. The interviews lasted 50 minutes, on average. All interviews were audiotaped and 
transcribed for data analysis. An interview survey tool was also adapted into an online 
questionnaire in an attempt to recruit more participants who might have not been comfortable to 
participate in an interview. The anonymous link to an online questionnaire was distributed via a 
communication from the DFES Wellness Department. 
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Sample characteristics 
Overall, 51 career firefighters have provided data that will be discussed in this report. All 
participants were male. Of these, 42 (82%) were interviewed either face-to-face or over the 
phone (3 respondents) and 9 completed an online survey. Mean age of all interviewees was 60.9 
years (SD 9.8, min 36, max 81). A third of the respondents (n=18, 35%) were retired (mean age 
67.5 years, SD 5.8, see Table 1). The average age at retirement among these respondents was 
55.8 years. Four of the retired firefighters reported retiring due to medical reasons (22%). The 
average age of pre-retired firefighters was 57.3 years (SD 5.8). On average, the pre-retirees 
intended to retire in 4.8 years (SD 4.8, range 0-17 years). Therefore, we were able to interview 
a number of respondents at different stages in relation to their retirement. 

The Phase I report included data on firefighters’ retirement at DFES. The average age of those 
who retired voluntarily was 61 years, which is higher than the retirement age among our retired 
respondents. Similarly, average age of all firefighters who retired due to medical reasons was 54 
years, however, in our sample was 61. This might represent a potential limitation of our sample 
in that we were not able to capture individuals who have medically retired more recently. 
However, this also suggests that transition into retirement for these individuals is especially 
challenging, and requires time, before they are willing to discuss it. 

Overall though fairly large variation around the mean age was observed in all-firefighters data, 
therefore, we consider our sample to be comparable to the larger population.  

Sample n Mean age at 
interview (SD) 

Mean age at 
retirement (SD) 

Mean career 
length in years 
(SD) 

Retired 18 67.5 (12.1) 55.8 (9.8) 31.0 (6.4) 

Aged retirement 14 66.8 (12.7) 55.1 (11.0) 

Medical retirement 4 70.0 (11.1) 61 (2.6) 32.3 (1.9) 

Pre-retired 33 57.3 (5.8) 29.5 (8.0) 

Total 51 60.9 (9.8) 30.0 (7.5) 

TABLE 1: AVERAGE AGE OF DIFFERENT SAMPLES OF RESPONDENTS 

The majority of our respondents were station officers (45%) or senior firefighters (31%), with 
others having a position of a district officer (14%), superintendent (2%), firefighter (2%), and 
other (e.g., wellness officer, 6%). 

Referring to their personal life, majority of respondents (77%) reported being married or in de 
facto relationship (14%), with others being divorced. Interestingly, although not specifically 
asked, several retirees indicated that they divorced and re-married after retirement. Finally, 
87% of our respondents reported having children and being in contact with them.  

Phase I report identified partner’s labour force status and retirement preferences as an 
important consideration in the decision about when to retire, but also retirement adjustment. 
Among our respondents, there was some congruence of the partner’s employment status relative 
to respondent’s status. For example, 83% of retired firefighters reported that their partner was 
also retired, while 62% of pre-retirees reported their partner was also employed. 
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Job attitudes 

The Phase I literature review identified job characteristics as an important factor that may 
influence retirement decisions and adjustment. For example, previous research suggested that 
men who reported lower job satisfaction were retiring at a greater rate1, whereas higher job 
satisfaction was associated with decreased retirement intention2. In the current study, a 
majority (79%) of all respondents were satisfied (29.8%) or extremely satisfied (48.9%) with their 
job as a firefighter. However, there were minor differences between samples: a larger 
proportion of retired firefighters (57.1%) were extremely satisfied as compared to firefighters 
who are still working (45.5%). However, this difference was not statistically significant. 
Interestingly, job satisfaction among pre-retirees was not significantly related to their planned 
retirement age (while controlling for their current age). Job satisfaction was also unrelated to 
retirement adjustment among retirees. 

The Phase I literature review also identified that other job-related psychological factors, such as 
work centrality and occupational identity have an impact on the decision to retire and 
adjustment. For example, individuals with a strong occupational identity (which is fairly typical 
for firefighters) were found more likely to experience decreased wellbeing in retirement3. 
Confirming the findings of previous research, the current study found that all firefighters 
reported a fairly strong occupational identification (3.7 of 5) and work centrality (4.0 of 5). 
Retired firefighters reported slightly higher work centrality (4.1) and slightly lower occupational 
identity (3.7), as compared to pre-retirees (3.9 and 3.8, respectively, see Figure 1).The 
difference in work centrality was significant. This might suggest that pre-retirees are not as 
focused on their work as retirees were, due to the growing recognition of the importance of 
other, non- employment life domains.  

Work attitudes among pre-retirees were not related to their intention to retire. However, in 
contrast to previous research, I found that occupational identity among retirees was significantly 
and positively related to retirement adjustment. Although based on a small sample of 
respondents, this finding suggests that occupational identity may be a protective factor in 
retirement.

FIGURE 1: JOB ATTITUDES IN RETIRED AND PRE-RETIRED FIREFIGHTERS 

0.00

1.00

2.00

3.00

4.00

5.00

Work centrality Occupational identity

Retired Pre-retired
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Reasons for retirement 

Health 

I did have a scan that says I might be getting emphysema, so I 
don't know how long I've got. So, that's put a bit of a scope on 

how I think about [retirement]. 

I wanted to be able to do everything the fellas could do. I didn't 
want telling anyone to do something that I wasn't prepared to 
do myself. And I thought 55 was probably a good number. You 

can't hold your fitness much longer after that. 

Things concern me like post-traumatic stress, mental health 
issues. I do have a concern for that and whether I could actually 

deal with this role for that long, on shift as such. 

Freedom/time 

Because I had set my sights on having years left to enjoy the 
process of my labour. [My] father had made a career of the fire 

brigade, retired at 65, died at 67. I didn't want that. 

[Retirement] will give me, I'm still young enough to travel and 
do things that I want to do. 

Finances 

Because I will be of age whereby I can attain my 
superannuation. 

“The right time” 

Why did I retire? I was told many, many years ago as I said to 
you, that you would know when the time was right. 

I've done 31 years here and I'm 61. I've got myself financially 
okay, with our situation. So, it's just a case of I'm too old to go 

back on shift and I'm probably over the day duties here. So 
that's yeah, my lifestyle has changed. 

Organisational issues 

Feel quite undervalued by the organisation. It's a very ageist 
organisation. Not active age discrimination, but they definitely 

discriminate against age. […] and I feel that whatever you say or 
do, you are one of the old blokes that just, they are one of the 

350 people, dinosaurs in the organisation. 

New management, yeah. See, when I first joined the job most of 
the people that came through were ex-army, ex-contractors, 
tradesmen and I was nothing basically. And now they seem to, 

they don't pick those people anymore. They pick more educated. 
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Reasons for retirement 

Both pre-retirees and retirees were asked about the primary reasons for their retirement. 
Thematic analysis of the qualitative responses revealed 10 categories of reasons. For each 
respondent I identified a primary reason and a supplementary reason(s), if applicable. In terms 
of primary (main) reason for retirement among all respondents, half mentioned health 
considerations, either physical (32%) or mental (13%, see Figure 2). Other main reasons included 
having enough money to retire (15%), having more freedom and time in retirement (11%), and 
organisational issues (11%). Quotes on the previous page illustrate these reasons. 

FIGURE 2: PRIMARY REASON FOR RETIREMENT 

I also observed some differences in the retirement reasoning among retirees and pre-retirees. 
None of the retirees mentioned having access to their superannuation or having enough money 
to retire as a reason that prompted them to retire, whereas 23% of pre-retirees did. In contrast, 
more retirees (18%) mentioned discontent with the organisation and management as a reason for 
their retirement, compared to only 7% of pre-retirees. Two of the retirees mentioned retiring 
because they felt like a burden for their crew, but none of the pre-retirees shared this 
sentiment. Unfortunately, confirming the other findings of the study, retirement thinking and 
planning among pre-retirees is dominated by the financial considerations. 

In addition to identifying the primary reason for retirement, the other reasons mentioned by the 
respondents were also recorded. In line with previous research, the thematic analysis revealed a 
complex network of push and pull factors that influence the retirement decision (see Figure 3, 
bold lines indicate reasons that were frequently mentioned together).  

Deteriorating physical health as a reason for 
retirement was frequently discussed, along 
with associated changes in mental health and 
feeling like a burden for the crew. Some of 
these respondents also felt they had lost 
interest in the firefighting occupation after 
having given so much of their life and time to 
it. Often the loss of interest was aggravated by 
dissatisfaction with some organisational issues. 
Those who mentioned wanting to have more 
freedom and time for their own hobbies and 
activities as the reason for retirement also 
mentioned having enough financial resources 
to retire comfortably, thus perceiving it to be 
‘the right time’ for their retirement.  

32%

13%

15%

11%

11%

8%

4%
2% 2% 2% Physical Health

Mental Health

Finance

Freedom/time

Organisational Issues

"The right time"

Felt a burden

Pursue another career

Losing interest

Spouse retirement

FIGURE 3: REASONS FOR RETIREMENT AND CONNECTIONS 
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Retirement transition 

The Phase I literature review identified the level of control employees perceive to have over the 
decision to retire as a crucial factor for retirement adjustment4. Involuntary retirement was 
found associated with a range of negative effects on health and wellbeing. In the current study, 
respondents were asked several questions related to ‘conditions of exit’ with regard to their 
retirement, which includes measures of perceived voluntariness, ease of decision making, 
emotional readiness to retire, perceived suddenness of retirement and ease of transition5. 
Because these questions were answered by both retirees and pre-retirees, it allows to compare 
the expectations of pre-retirees to the actual experiences of retirees. Overall, there were mixed 
feelings about the retirement transition among retirees and pre-retirees. However, in most 
cases, pre-retirees’ expectations about retirement transition were mismatched with the actual 
experience of retirees. 

When asked how hard it would be to make up their mind about retirement, 42.4% of pre-retirees 
thought it would be easy, whereas a similar proportion of retirees (38.9%) said making the 
retirement decision was very easy (see Figure 4a). A larger proportion of retirees (61.1%) also 
reported they were very emotionally ready to retire, whereas only 42.4% of pre-retirees thought 
it would be the case (see Figure 4b). There were significant differences between respondents, 
when asked if their retirement would feel (felt) as gradual or sudden. Two thirds of retirees 
(66.7%) indicated that their retirement felt very sudden, whereas only a small proportion of pre- 
retirees expected that (see Figure 4c). This could indicate that despite best attempts at 
planning and preparing for retirement, the transition might still feel very sudden, which will 
have a negative impact on other outcomes. For example, I find that perception of sudden 
transition was significantly and negatively related to retirement attitudes. Other work factors 
might also explain why transition felt more sudden. I found that work centrality was significantly 
and negatively related to perception of suddenness, meaning those with stronger work centrality 
perceived their transition as more sudden. 

Significant differences were evident between the respondents, when asking them how much 
choice they did have (or think they would have) about retiring. Nearly all pre-retirees expected 
that it will be mostly their choice when to retire (96.9%), whereas a quarter of retirees reported 
that they had no choice or little choice (27.8%, see Figure 4d). Most of these respondents retired 
due to medical reasons. Understandably, perception of choice in the retirement decision meant 
a smoother retirement transition, whereas work centrality was significantly and negatively 
related to perceptions of choice. Interestingly, the more time pre-retirees had before 
retirement, the more choice they perceived to have in their retirement timing decision. 

Finally, respondents were asked how difficult a transition to retirement was (or would be) for 
them. A similar proportion of retirees (58.8%) and pre-retirees (57.6%) thought the transition will 
be easy or very easy (see Figure 4e). However, it was interesting to note that the other half of 
retirees rated their transition as difficult or very difficult, whereas a fifth of pre-retirees 
thought it would be neither difficult nor easy. Importantly, I find that ease of transition was 
significantly and positively related to retirement adjustment and negatively (significantly) 
related to work centrality.
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Retirement attitudes 

The Phase I literature review highlighted the importance of positive attitudes towards 
retirement among both those who are nearing retirement and those who are already retired. 
Research findings indicate that having a positive outlook is a buffer that protects retirees from 
experiencing many of the detrimental effects of retirement. In the current study, respondents 
were asked to complete a retirement attitudes measure, which included pairs of opposite 
adjectives (e.g. happy-sad), with a positive anchor being worth a 100 points.   

FIGURE 5: RETIREMENT ATTITUDES AMONG RETIREES AND PRE-RETIREES 

Both retired and pre-retired respondents had fairly positive attitudes towards retirement (82 and 
81 out of 100, respectively, see Figure 5). The majority of all respondents described retirement 
as happy, active, hopeful, worthy, healthy, satisfied and relaxed. However, there were some 
interesting differences observed among the respondent groups, when analysing the individual 
items of the scale. For example, retirees were slightly more likely to rate retirement as active, 
busy, involved and worthy. Pre-retirees were slightly more likely to rate retirement as hopeful, 
independent, satisfied and relaxed. These differences, albeit small, are important because they 
indicate that pre-retirees might not have a very clear or realistic expectations about what 
retirement is going to be like or feel like for them.  

To further investigate retirement attitudes among study respondents, I asked what they most 
looked forward to in retirement, and what most worried them about retirement. Unsurprisingly, 
more than a half of the respondents (58.8%) most looked forward to freedom/more time in their 
retirement (see Figure 6). Other 
things mentioned by respondents 
were simply not needing to work 
anymore, new challenges and 
opportunities to pursue their other 
interests, keeping healthy or 
nothing. There were minor 
differences between pre-retirees and 
retirees. For example, a larger 
proportion of pre-retirees looked 
forward to more freedom and time 
(63.6% vs 50%), whereas more 
retirees were concerned with 
keeping healthy in retirement 
(11.1% vs 6.1%). 
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Those respondents who looked forward to 
more freedom and time in retirement 
mentioned several different ways in which 
they would spend this extra time, including 
more time with their family and partner, 
travelling, engaging in their existing or new 
hobbies, or volunteering. There were some 
respondents who mentioned being tired of 
shift work and its interference with daily life 
and social activities, and thus looked forward 
to more freedom in their schedule. In 
addition, some respondents looked toward 
freedom from work responsibilities, and 
specifically, exposure to traumatic events. 
Similarly, there were some respondents who 
just wanted to leave work to avoid stress, 
caused by shift work and taxing commute. 

Respondents were also asked what most 
worried them about retirement. Two main 
concerns were finances (30%) and health and 
mortality (28%, see Figure 7). A sixth of 
respondents worried about nothing (14%) 
with other concerns mentioned being missing 
the job or camaraderie (16%) and regretting the retirement decision. There were some minor 
differences between the pre-retirees and retirees, e.g., none of the retirees mentioned 
camaraderie, whereas none of the pre-retirees worried about loss of respect or the unknown 
(uncertainty about what life is going to look like for them after retirement).  

Interestingly, worries about one’s financial situation and ‘not having enough money’ were 
intertwined with a deeper fear of the unknown. Having had a long and stable career with the 
fire service, firefighters seem to be so used to the occupational routine (along with a weekly pay 
check) that many were terrified how their lifestyle is going to change after retirement and 

whether they will have 
enough financial and social 
resources to cope with the 
change. Another way the 
‘fear of the unknown’ was 
expressed is through 
concerns about one’s 
physical health and 
mortality. Some mentioned 
not knowing how the 
exposure to highly toxic 
environment during one’s 
career is going to impact 
their physical (but also 
mental) health in a longer 
term. Others bluntly stated 
their fear of dying pre-
maturely and not being 
able to enjoy their 
retirement. 

Look forward to 

Just having my time, as my time. 
Not having to work to somebody 

else's time clock if you like, 
schedule. 

Doing what I chose to do. 
Following things that I chose to 
follow. One of the things I've 

always believed is that you don't 
retire. 

Not going to work. But probably a 
funny way of putting it, but I'd 

basically had enough of accidents, 
enough tromping around the bush 
in high degree temperatures and 

that. 

After 34 years trying something 
new, looking forward to hot 

weather again and de-stressing. 

Worried about 

Not having the regular pay check. That 
financial stability that you have with a 
nice, safe government job. You get out, 
you have to work for yourself, hunger's a 

powerful motivator. 

Mortality. Well you know, I know a guy a 
few years ago. Worked 35 years for one 
company. All he wanted to do was do 
this and do that, and he was dead 2 

years later. 

I was scared as hell. I was scared like 
there was no tomorrow. I was extremely 
fearful. [] Because I was, I was going out 
into the, into the, into this environment 

of unknown that, yeah. 
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FIGURE 7: WHAT THING MOST WORRIES (WORRIED) YOU ABOUT RETIREMENT 

Retirement expectations and changes 

As reported in the previous sections, retirement expectations and attitudes among pre-retired 
firefighters systematically differed from the actual experience of retirees. To explore these 
issues in more depth I asked retired firefighters to report any changes they have experienced in 
different life domains since retiring, while pre-retired firefighters were asked to report how 
much change they expected to experience in different life domains after retiring. I collected 
both quantitative and qualitative responses to measure these changes. 

The comparison of the two groups (retired vs pre-retirees) revealed that firefighters nearing 
retirement have somewhat unrealistic expectations of retirement, specifically, they seem to be 
too positive about changes they will experience in retirement (see Figure 8). For example, 
although pre-retirees expected a negative change in their general health, level of physical 
exercise and financial security, the actual changes experienced by retirees were twofold or 
threefold larger. More strikingly, whereas pre-retirees expected positive changes in mental 
health, relationships with family and partner, social life and sense of meaning in life; retired 
firefighters experienced significant negative changes (or no change at all) in all these domains. 

Unsurprisingly, I also found that expected or experienced characteristics of retirement transition 
were related to retirement changes. For example, emotional readiness to retire was related to 
positive changes in mental health, relationships with family, social interactions and life 
meaning. More choice in retirement timing was related to positive expected or experienced 
changes in mental health, social interactions and financial situation. In addition, some 
retirement attitudes (as discussed above) were also related to changes, that is, those with a 
more positive attitude about retirement also expected or experienced more positive changes. 

Finally, reinforcing the notion of retirement complexity, changes in certain life domains were 
strongly related to changes in other domains. Among the strongest correlations observed were 
changes in physical and mental health; mental health and mood, social interactions, life 
meaning; alcohol consumption and relationships with partner and family; social interactions and 
leisure, life meaning. 

In the following sub-sections I detail the qualitative responses obtained from the respondents to 
further explain the differences between retirees and pre-retirees. 

30%

28%
6%

10%

2%
4%

14%

6%

Finances

Health and mortality

Missing the job

Camaraderie

Loss of respect

The unknown

Nothing

Regret



14 

Re
tir

em
en

t e
xp

ec
ta

tio
ns

 a
nd

 c
ha

ng
es

 

FIGURE 8: CHANGES EXPERIENCED IN RETIREMENT COMPARED TO CHANGES EXPECTED 
Note: Where the bar is absent of the graph, the computed change is zero 

Physical health, exercise and diet 

Pre-retirees expected a small negative change or no change in their physical health. They 
allowed for the possibility of developing some health condition due to old age or exposure to 
harmful substances and environments on the job. 

Retirees experienced more severe negative changes in their physical health due to ageing 
processes. Interestingly, some were willing to adjust the rating of own health relative to age, 
saying that they rated their physical health as excellent for their age, whereas others were 
rating it relative to their younger selves. This might suggest a different coping strategy, which 
potentially has an effect on retirement adjustment. 

When it came to exercise, the pre-retirees expressed hope that they will be able to at least 
maintain the current level of physical exercise, if not improve. The experiences reported by the 
retirees varied: some engaged in more physical activity, such as walking or riding a bicycle; 
others, however, became less active either due to physical injuries or simply laziness. 

Understandably, those who retired due to medical reasons experienced the most negative 
change in their physical (and sometimes) mental health. This also led to a significant decrease in 
the level of physical activity. There was also a group of retirees who were forced to improve 
their exercise and diet following significant physical health issues, such as a diagnosis or an 
operation. 

 [My physical health improved in retirement], because I was working almost 24/7 
for five years, I didn't eat properly, didn't exercise, didn't do anything. And now I 
make sure I do it. Particularly after the operation, they set me back on track to 

staying healthy, with diet and exercise and that. 
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Mental health and mood 

Pre-retirees expected that their mental health will improve in retirement, because they will not 
be exposed to job stressors, particularly traumatic incidents and events. Similarly, pre-retirees 
expected improvements in their mood due to separation from work responsibilities and 
demands.  

Finally walk out and get rid of all the crap that I've got to do at the moment. 

A minority of pre-retirees were less optimistic and allowed for the possibility that their mental 
health might decrease in retirement, due to age. However, almost none of our respondents have 
acknowledged that mental health issues related to the firefighting occupation and trauma 
exposure might surface after retirement. In stark contrast to that, some retirees spoke about 
the struggle of dealing with traumatic memories and the inability to let go. 

Yeah, I think I've just got a lot of baggage that needs emptying and it doesn't 
happen. I don't know what to do about it. Just a little story, [] when I joined in 
1979, I went to a really nasty traffic crash. [] it was a tractor rolled him over at 

home [], this poor bugger's head was squashed like a watermelon, the brains 
were everywhere. [] I could [] remember everything about that incident. Every 

single feature and thing about that incident. What we did, how we dealt with it, 
because that was the first job I'd been to coming out of the school. [] And so 

that's all still locked in there, and no one's taken it out. [] Somebody take it out, 
you know. Doesn't happen. So my mental health is...and unfortunately it comes 
out on the grandson, he gets a bollocking for doing nothing and all that sort of 

stuff. And it needs taking out. So my mental health, it's terrible, it's really, 
really poor the way retirees...'Sorry, you don't work for us any more, good luck.' 

The retirees frequently reported worsening of the pre-existing mental health conditions, such as 
anxiety and depression. There were some who suggested that they have gotten more irritable or 
angrier after retirement, which has led to some negative consequences, such as breakdowns in 
the family relationships. Some retirees who reported decrease in mood mentioned this was 
because they felt a lack of control and influence to change things they didn’t like happening.  

Medically retired firefighters spoke about the huge negative impact the suddenness of their 
retirement had on their mental health, even if they retired due to physical injuries.  

Consumption of alcohol and tobacco 

I just always feel like I drink too much, and I still feel like I drink too much, 
but I’m happier doing it. 

Pre-retirees suggested that consumption of alcohol naturally decreases in old age (i.e., an 
improvement), although they rarely had a strategy in place to actually monitor and regulate 
alcohol intake. On the contrary, although some retirees reported drinking less, others admitted 
not being able to reduce their alcohol consumption, which increasingly had a negative impact on 
their physical and mental health. Some even reported an increase in consumption after retiring. 
There were some retirees who were forced to reduce their drinking due to serious diagnoses, 
such as diabetes or cancer. Not many of our respondents smoked, but even those who did 
earlier, have reported quitting before retirement.  

Relationships with family and partner 

Pre-retirees were optimistic about their relationships with family and partner after retirement. 
Majority suggested that they do not expect any changes in this domain. Although some 
acknowledged that spending more time with one’s partner might lead to some changes or 
require some adjustments, they hoped for an overall improvement. 
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It might get better, we both have work pressures. But we won't have the 
work pressures and the tiredness that goes on with that, so yeah it is a hard 

one. Hopefully it will improve. 

However, retirees reported either no changes or negative changes. Some spoke of complicated 
relationships with their grown children, which lead to separation. Although speculative, this 
might be caused by the retirees’ desire to get more involved in their children’s lives, which is 
met with resistance and a negative response.  

[There has been a negative change in relationship with family]. And I don't blame 
it on my immediate family, it's the ring ins, like you know. Their partners and 

that cause complications and they are the ones that have sort of put the pressure 
on things.  

Social life and leisure time 

Pre-retirees were expecting positive changes in these domains, primarily because of having more 
time and freedom to choose their activities. Some hoped to engage in old hobbies that they 
were forced to abandon due to time availability. This also aligns with the findings on what pre-
retirees most looked forward to in retirement, as per discussion in the previous section. There 
were a few pre-retirees who acknowledged the possibility that their social life may change for 
the worse, because they will lose contact with their work mates.  

[I expect negative change in social life] Because I'm going to lose contact with all 
of my mates at work. We've got 36 people that work in my fire station, and I see 
them all as every week rotates through and I no longer have that. It'll be just a 

couple of select friends. 

Some retirees reported improvements in their social life, because they had more time to get 
involved in various activities, such as becoming a member of a club, volunteering and travelling. 
Others reported negative changes in this domain, primarily due to health issues and/or lack of 
finance. There were also some retirees who were struggling without the social circle of their 
former colleagues.  

Financial security 

Understandably, financial security issues dominate retirement planning and preparation for pre-
retirees. Many of them hoped that their financial situation will remain similar to pre-retirement. 
Although they acknowledged reduction in income post-retirement, pre-retirees also hoped that 
paying off their mortgage or other liabilities (e.g., supporting children) will mean feeling more 
financial secure. 

However, findings from the interviews suggest that changes experienced by retired firefighters 
in the financial domain are still more negative, than expected by pre-retirees. For example, only 
about a fifth of retirees reported being employed in retirement (17%), however, nearly half 
(43%) indicated that they would like to have a job, albeit not always due to financial issues.  

Sense of meaning in life 

Not many pre-retirees considered how the sense of meaning in life is going to change for them 
post-retirement. Most expected no change, with some saying it will be positive change, because 
they will be able to do more of what they want. Only a few pre-retirees thought about the 
potential loss of identity and respect that might impact on how they feel about their life’s 
purpose in retirement.  
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In contrast, retirees experienced a tough period of psychological adjustment in retirement, 
because they felt they lost the meaning of their life and their identity. The majority were able 
to restore some balance and find new ways of defining their purpose through family and hobbies, 
but there were some who still struggled to come to terms with their life in retirement. Many of 
them were deriving meaning from their past firefighting occupation, unable to define themselves 
in new terms in retirement. Some spoke about loss of respect and status in the society that 
aggravated their sense of uselessness and meaningless. 

Yeah, as I say, everything was focused on your job and what you're doing, and 
you're busy at home. But now, I'm dealing with a principal trying to get some help 
for our little grandson at school, and she treats me like I'm a piece of dirt pretty 
much. Two years ago or whatever it was I was superintendent level at the fire 

brigade, and she just treats you like an idiot. So your self-worth is gone. 

Retirement planning 

Retirement planning is the process of determining retirement goals in different life domains and 
the actions and decisions necessary to achieve those goals. Thus, it is an extended decision 
making process that often starts a long time before retirement. Research consistently finds that 
retirement planning is associated with greater wellbeing post-retirement6. Therefore, in this 
study, I was particularly interested to find out what factors influence retirement planning among 
firefighters, and specifically, pre-retirees.  

Because I do believe that a lot of people don't organise their life before they 
retire. And I've seen some horrific things -- guys that just start watching 

midday...I've got a saying: 'Start watching the midday movie, mate, that's the 
beginning of the end.' You're on your way out. 

The importance of retirement planning cannot be overstated. Fortunately, when asked how 
much they have thought about planning for their retirement, the majority of all respondents 
(73.5%) reported thinking about retirement a lot (42.9%) or some (30.6%). When looking at the 
difference between respondent groups, pre-retirees were slightly more likely to indicate they 
have thought about their retirement some or a lot (79%), as compared to retirees (62.6%). This 
could indicate a potential shift in retirement planning and preparation among career firefighters. 
However, when asked how much effort they have invested in planning for retirement, the 
average response was 4 out of 7, indicated a moderate amount of effort, with retirees scoring 
higher (4.75) than pre-retirees (3.55). This highlights the discrepancy between ‘just thinking’ 
about retirement and engaging in targeted planning activities.  

Interestingly, more thinking about one’s retirement was significantly and negatively related to 
perception of how much choice respondents had in the timing of their retirement. Perhaps, this 
is because thinking about retirement made the firefighters realise the many factors outside of 
their control that will impact the retirement date.  

The Phase I report also indicated that the majority of academic and practitioner resources only 
focus on financial issues in retirement planning. However, multiple other life domains may be, 
and will be, impacted in the transition. Therefore, respondents were asked to indicate how 
much they have thought about/ planned for different life domains in retirement. Overall, pre-
retirees reported a higher level of planning in most but not all life domains, as compared to 
retirees (see Figure 9). The largest differences between the two groups were found in the 
domains of spousal and family relationships, sustainable use of alcohol and smoking, as well as 
social life and leisure time activities. These findings might suggest that currently employed 
firefighters have a growing recognition of the potential negative impact retirement might have 
on different aspects of their life, especially affecting their relationships with other people. 
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FIGURE 9: RETIREMENT PLANNING IN DIFFERENT LIFE DOMAINS 

The quotes from pre-retirees’ interviews on the next two pages of the report illustrate the 
specific issues considered as part of retirement planning in different life domains. 

Previous research also suggested that individuals increasingly attend to retirement issues as the 
anticipated date approaches7. The findings support this proposition, as in the current study years 
to retirement among pre-retirees were negatively and significantly related to thinking about 
retirement and retirement planning.  
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Retirement planning among pre-retirees 

Social life and hobbies 

Neighbours and we mix a lot more with the neighbours because 
they are all retired, so interest in common groups. 

I guess being a shift worker I would anticipate that [social life] 
is going to improve. Certainly it'll definitely allow me to travel. 
And when I say travel, not necessarily holiday style type things. 

I mean, catching up with friends and family yeah. 

Yeah, I've definitely put some thought into that. Increasing the 
hobbies and leisure time. 

Volunteering 

I haven't made any plans, but it is in the back of my mind. [] 
Well contemplating it, if an opportunity [to volunteer] comes 

around I will do it most probably. 

I've actually tried a couple of different [volunteering roles] and 
I’m just sort of experimenting at the moment to see where I 

fit. I know there is plenty of people out there that need help. 
There is some areas that particularly interest me that I haven't 

done yet. But I will - yeah I'll be definitely trying them and 
seeing if they fit what I'm looking for, yeah. 

Financial planning 

That’s the main, that's my main focus I would have to say. 
Obviously if I plan not to work, it's important that I have 

sufficient funds to allow me to do so. 

Oh, I haven't put a lot of [financial] plans in place. I have seen 
a financial expert and I plan to see him again when the time 
comes for me to finally go. To be honest that is my biggest 

downfall. I'd like to understand more. 

Positive outlook and sense of meaning 

Yeah I'm pretty happy with the way things are at the moment. 
It'll not change when I retire, it just means I don't come here. 

Well that goes hand in, I think our jobs fairly meaningful now, 
but also the volunteer work. So, I'll be maintaining but I will be 

increasing a little probably with the volunteering. 

It’s not a plan but it's certainly a high priority. Otherwise you'd 
just lock yourself away. And you hear of far too many people 

retiring and 6 months later they are dead, because they've done 
nothing. So I guess that would have to be a lot, it's not a plan 

but it's always in the mind all the time. 
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Retirement planning among pre-retirees 

Physical Health, Exercise and Diet 

I had an injury at work [] that put me on workers comp for 6 
months, they sent me to an exercise physiologist. That sort 

of changed the way I do things and the way I think about 
things. Just the whole, the whole way I was doing exercise 
and that. I also actively try and get involved in sports now. 

Both myself and my partner are very conscious of diet. [] I 
maintain regular, very regular check-ups with my GP [] both 

of us engage in physical activity in an organised sense 
through yoga, gym work and all this sort of thing so it's all 

part and parcel. 

Maintaining [physical; exercise], I think about it a lot. 
Because work is convenient, the fact that it's here, we do it. 
[] When you are on leave, you tend to sort of I must do that, 
but then it doesn't get done. You don't go for a ride or a walk 

as much as you should. So, that's something I'm thinking 
about a lot, it's something once I've retired I know I'll have to 

get out and do it. 

Mental Health 

With the guys that have gone on the PTSD, I've sort of been 
looking at counselling and stuff like that so. I've spoken to 

one, I just now know what's in place, just in case. 

Yeah, I think about it, but it's probably not a lot. Some, but 
it is something, the fact, due to the fact we have had a few 

blokes leave the job because of it in our, in our group, 
younger blokes, a lot younger. So, yeah it is something that's 
definitely thought about, but not to the same extent as the 

health, physical. 

I do think about it quite a bit, because the stressors of some 
of the stuff you see, you know, comes back [].I'm planning on 
doing stuff like meditate, which I've never done but I think I 

might have the time to do it now. Meditate and what was the 
other thing, just read, read stuff and understand why, yeah. 

Relationships with family and partner 

Well I haven't given a great deal of thought because it just 
goes along [] It's just something that's, it happens. You know, 
we've got a great relationship my family, so there is nothing 

to think about, so. 

I haven't put any thought into it, we have a very close family 
and I don't see any change with that. 

Just watch what I say, watch what I do.[] They are just basic 
sort of plans, so yeah, always constantly thinking about that. 

How you can maintain the relationship. 
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Social support and role models 

As emphasised in the Phase I literature review, spousal support and consolation during the 
retirement preparation stages and into retirement is extremely important to positive retirement 
adjustment outcomes8. Support from family, colleagues and friends can also be beneficial in 
retirement preparation and transition. I asked respondents to indicate to what extent they have 
discussed their retirement plans with close relations and advisors (see Figure 10). Confirming the 
findings of the previous research, firefighters predominantly discussed their retirement with 
spouses (87%). Other individuals involved in retirement planning and discussion were colleagues 
(77.6%), financial advisors (67.3%), friends (66.7%), and family (60.4%). Very few respondents 
had a discussion about retirement with their GP or doctor (12.3%).  

FIGURE 10: AMOUNT OF RETIREMENT SUPPORT SOUGHT FROM CLOSE RELATIONS AND PROFESSIONALS 

There were also some interesting differences between retirees and pre-retirees. For example, a 
larger proportion of pre-retirees reported that they have involved their family in retirement 
planning (69.7% vs 40% of retirees). Same was true for colleagues (81.8% vs 68.8%) and financial 
advisors (75.8% vs 50.1% of retirees). A substantially larger proportion of pre-retirees indicated 
that they have discussed their retirement with friends (81.9%), as compared to retirees (33.4%). 
Overall, these results potentially indicate that pre-retirees are more aware that it is important 
to involve others in the process of retirement planning. This could also suggest that the current 
generation of operational firefighters are more open towards retirement and recognise the 
importance of retirement planning. However, I also found that years to retirement were 
significantly and negatively related to seeking support from spouse, family, friends, or 
colleagues, meaning that firefighters delayed these discussions until only a few years before 
retirement. 

In addition to seeking social support in retirement planning, retirement preparation may be 
enhanced by observing and learning from retirement role models. Previous research has 
demonstrated that observing other individual’s experiences with retirement is positively related 
to retirement self-efficacy and life satisfaction9. Therefore, I asked respondents if they have 
been involved closely in another person’s retirement transition and to rate the success of this 
transition in various life domains. Overall, the majority of respondents (78.4%) were able to 
nominate at least one role model and rate their success. Almost half of respondents (45.1%) 
provided ratings for two role models. Majority of the role models were a friend (33%) or a 
colleague (33%, see figure 11). 
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FIGURE 11: RELATIONSHIP TO RETIREMENT ROLE MODEL 

Furthermore, aggregated the ratings of success in each of the life domains were aggregated into 
a total score to represent whether a role model was ‘positive’ (e.g. successful retirement 
adjustment) or negative (e.g. unsuccessful retirement adjustment). Most role models rated were 
moderately successful in their retirement adjustment (average rating 5 out of 7). However, in 
the present study, role models will had little impact on firefighters’ retirement planning or 
outcomes. Most strongly retirement role models influenced retirement attitudes, with those who 
had observed positive role models also rating their retirement as more positive.  

Interestingly, although partner or spouse were discussed as a retirement role model by only 6% 
of the respondents, there were some differences in retirement planning thought and effort 
between respondents based on their partner’s retirement status. Specifically, firefighters whose 
partner has retired reported higher effort in retirement planning (4 vs 2.9) and higher thought 
about retirement (3.5 vs 3). Overall, this suggests that retirement role models are an important 
component of successful retirement preparation and planning. 
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There were, I'll go back to the day I retired. I was very disappointed. I got a letter to say 
that everything had been finalised and you would be paid off. And I went in there and 

met a person I'd never seen before, a lady. And she just sort of yes, type of approach to 
it. And I told her who I was and what's happening, and she said just sign here. And I 

signed there, and she gave me an envelope. You know, this is this, this is this, and this is 
this. And sign here. And she turned away. I said excuse me, nothing else? Because the 

fire brigade was really a personal job and I'd been up top on the 6th floor as an ACO for 4 
years, relieving. And knew a lot of people. Civilian and whatever. And I thought they 
might sort of come and have a natter for 10 minutes or something like that, but just 

turned around and walked out the door. It was a bit cold I thought. 

Organisational practices 
for retirement 
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Organisations play a crucial role in improving employees’ successful transition into retirement. 
The Phase I literature review identified a number of Human Resource (HR) practices and policies 
that address retirement preparation, planning, transition, and adjustment among career 
firefighters. In the present study, we asked interview and survey participants to rate the 
usefulness of a number of such organisational practices that DFES could consider implementing 
to address issues and challenges faced by both firefighters nearing retirement and those recently 
retired.  

These practices were derived from the Phase I literature review and preliminary interviews. 
After providing the usefulness rating, the respondents were encouraged to elaborate on their 
rating by commenting on why they found these useful or not useful, providing insights, thoughts 
and opinions. Therefore, both quantitative and qualitative data were analysed in reference to 
each of the responses provided.  

Figure 12 provides an overview of quantitative ratings for each organisational practice discussed 
as part of this study1. The practices are presented in a ranked order, ranging from most useful to 
least useful, as rated by study participants. Each practice is further discussed in the subsequent 
sections, using both quantitative and qualitative data. Significant differences in ratings between 
pre-retirees and retirees are reported in the discussion of a specific practice, if these were 
observed. Throughout the discussion, respondent quotes are used to illustrate key discussion 
points and opinions, especially in cases where the support for or perceived usefulness of the 
practice were contingent on specific considerations or boundary conditions discussed by the 
respondents. 

1 Note: the number of respondents who provided a rating for each practice varied between 34 and 50. This 
is because some practices were added after the research interviews have commenced on suggestion from 
the interviewees. It was also not always possible to ask ratings of all practices per respondent due to time 
and other constraints. 
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FIGURE 12: PERCEIVED USEFULNESS OF ORGANISATIONAL PRACTICES 
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WO RK S HO PS  O N  F I N AN C I AL  RET I REMEN T  
PLAN N I N G

PRE - RET I REMEN T  MEN TAL   AN D  PH Y S I C AL   
HEALTH  C HEC K

AC C ES S  TO  S UPPO RT  S ERV IC ES  F O R  RET I RED  
F F S

PEER  SUPPO RT  G RO UP  F O R  RET I RED  F F S

S TEPP I N G  D O WN  F RO M  O PERAT I O N AL  RO LES  
I N TO  O F F I C E - BAS ED  RO LES

WO RK S HO PS  O N  N O N - F I N AN C I AL  RET I REMEN T  
PLAN N I N G

RET I RED  F F S  A S  MEN TO RS  F O R  PRE - RET I REES

AC C ES S  TO  UP - S K I L L I N G  O PPO RTUN IT I E S

AC C ES S  TO  S E S S IO N S  W I TH  A  MEN TAL  HEALTH  
PRAC T I T I O N ER

I N VO LVE  PARTN ER/ F AM I LY   I N  RET I REMEN T  
PREPARAT IO N

PEER  SUPPO RT  G RO UP  F O R  PRE - RET I RED  F F S

AC C ES S  TO  S E S S I O N S  W I TH  A  C AREER  
AD V I SO R/ S UPPO RT

O N L I N E  LEARN I N G  MO D ULE  O N  RET I REMEN T  
PLAN N I N G

RET I RED  F F S  A S  MEN TO RS  I N  VO LUN TEER  BG US

O RG AN I S E  F O RMAL  F AREWELL  EVEN T

G RAD UAL  RET I REMEN T  V I A  A  RED UC T I O N  O F  
WO RK  HO URS

RET I RED  F F S  A S  O PERAT I O N AL  S UPPO RT  AT  
LARG E  I N C ID EN TS

Not at all useful Not very useful Somehwat useful Very useful
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Organise information sessions/workshops on financial preparedness 

The suggestion to organise information session, seminars or workshops on financial preparedness 
received an overwhelming support among the respondents with all finding it somewhat useful 
(12.2%) or very useful (87.8%). This confirms the findings of the Phase I literature review in that 
financial preparedness is a central concern of retirement planning. Finances were also a 
dominant concern among pre-retirees as discussed in the previous chapter of the report. This is 
unsurprising given the importance of financial security and financial preparedness for retirement 
within the social conscious, but troubling, as the other study findings consistently demonstrate 
the importance of retirement planning in other life domains. 

When it comes to talking dollars and cents, quite often it would go through to 
the keeper… The sooner we start talking to people about the benefits of saving 
for their retirement, and aiming to retire you know, with sufficient funds in the 
bank, the sooner that happens the better. And if there is any criticism to be laid 

to either the fire brigade or DFES or the super[board] is that the lack of 
knowledge, the lack of general talk that is available to people within the fire 

stations. 

The respondents acknowledged that they currently have access to financial preparation 
seminars, and some agreed that the available information is sufficient. However, others 
discussed several limitations and barriers. First, the respondents mentioned that only a limited 
number of seminars are available with restricted access for those who reside in regional and 
remote areas. Some respondents suggested that perhaps the seminars should be organised in a 
webinar or a teleconference format and also be recorded for later viewing. Second, the content 
of the current seminar and language used to explain the presented material was suggested to be 
too technical and often inaccessible to people with limited financial knowledge. It was 
suggested that material should be made available to allow pre-retirees to learn or be taught, 
rather than just shown information. This may include lessons on basic financial principles, 
unique defined benefit schemes and financial terminology which may prove helpful especially if 
presented in layman’s terms as to accommodate personnel with limited financial expertise. 

I've even been to superannuation seminars from [] fire brigade 
superannuation. And it was double dutch, and they relied on a lot of people 
having a pre-learned knowledge of terminology and structure, which I didn't 

have. And so I couldn't understand it and pretty much bailed. 

Many respondents discussed the need for more personalised advice, as opposed to generic 
information. This, however, would not be feasible to provide as part of the retirement 
seminar delivered to a large group. In addition, the super board is not able to provide 
personalised advice due to legal restrictions. The respondents suggested that this could be 
overcome, in a first instance, by providing a more comprehensive information resource, which 
could be used to search information and solutions based on one’s own personal circumstances 
and wishes. A more advanced option would be for DFES to facilitate access to more 
personalised and accessible financial preparation by the means of endorsed financial planners 
or advisors. It was also remarked that the defined benefit superannuation fund available to 
firefighters is relatively uncommon among other occupations and so receiving valuable 
financial support and advice in relation to the fund is sometimes difficult. 

Thinking about retirement? Have a look at these options and you know, what you 
can do and how much you know, the normal person needs… even tick the boxes, 
overseas travel twice a year. No mortgage, you know you will need x amount. 

Just something like that would be handy. 
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The respondents emphasised the importance of access to financial information, but also a need 
to increase the understanding of financial planning for retirement.  It was suggested that the 
scope of retirement seminars should be widened to include financial preparation for later 
retirement (10-15 years after retiring), not only the immediate transition from being an 
employee to being a retiree. This would include long term financial plans related to retirement 
homes, age-related degradation, or preparation for potential increased health care dependence 
and illness management in the event of sudden illness. In addition, the respondents suggested 
that lifestyle management should be incorporated as part of financial information on retirement. 

Yeah, I don't think any thought has been had to long term. It's just what are 
you going to do? You are going to go on holiday, you know that eventually that 
will die down because you are going to become less fit. But not to the point 
where shit I've got to sell my tractor and move to an old people's home. No 

one's discussed that ever.  

The literature on retirement commonly suggests that those approaching retirement are naturally 
most concerned with retirement preparation and planning. However, it receives little to no 
consideration by younger employees, for whom retirement remains a distant concern. The 
findings of the present study also confirm this proposition, as reported in the previous sections. 
Therefore, our respondents discussed that more should be done to promote financial security 
well before retirement age, so that employees are in a better financial position come 
retirement. This is especially relevant for firefighters, given some probability of an unexpected 
medical retirement. Widening the scope of financial seminars to include other financial aspects 
beyond just considerations related to retirement might help to reach a wider audience.   

I look back to when I was young and you weren't vaguely interested in it at all. 
And I suggest that is pretty much the same now, but that's just my opinion. 

Whereas as you get older, anyone over 50 would be, start to be interested [in 
retirement planning]. 

[Younger firefighters] have got to realise your life changes completely with your 
lifestyle. See, when you're young, when you are young guys living the A list life 
sort of, and as you get older you slow down a bit and your thinking and all that 

changes.  

Finally, some respondents suggested that perhaps retirement seminars should be expanded to 
include information on other, non-financial aspects of retirement, such as physical and mental 
health, wellbeing and so on. These suggestions are discussed in the later section addressing the 
non-financial preparation more specifically. 

I think make it combined, everybody is time poor and that sort of stuff, 
particularly those that have to travel. But if they had a forum or a seminar, 

whatever they want to call it. One section could be finance and the other part 
could be talking about other welfare and wellbeing, and whether it be health and 

the likes. I think bring it all together as one. 

Access to pre-retirement mental and physical health checks 

The suggestion to introduce mental and physical health checks for pre-retirees received high 
support among the respondents with majority rating it as very useful (97.9%). Respondents 
suggested that health checks will encourage preventative health practices and provide a 
documented benchmark for potential health and mental changes in retirement. 

If I'd have carried on drinking like I did, I'd probably be dead by now. So, you 
know, it's useful someone saying you know, giving you a health check. 
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The last funeral I went to, he only lived for 2 years after he left the job. So, 
there must have been a proper, a test might have picked something up…. He died 
of cancer. I'm sure there must have been symptoms there, while he was still in a 

job, yeah.  

Yes. Very useful. Because sometimes you don't know where you're at. You 
think you might be cruising along but there could be experts that could say 

hey, or they might see alarm bells ringing. 

Some emphasised the importance of documenting and measuring these changes as essential for 
identification, as well as to receive appropriate support, both pre- and post-retirement. Some 
respondents suggested that having a health check may mean that firefighters are better 
informed about their current capabilities and potential quality of life in retirement, and thus 
could influence the retirement timing decisions. Finally, there was a recognition that collection 
of health data would provide DFES with valuable information, enabling the organisation to better 
understand patterns and risks, and to provide more targeted intervention programs. 

Mandatory health check before you go, in case there is something simmering 
away that the people who don't want to put their hand up, don't like doctors 

whatever. That would be good. We get a medical check when we go into the job, 
we should get one when we go out of the job. 

If we could all go to say a place, to be referred and then there could also be a 
pattern that could be formed amongst us all. Say well these guys are all going 
bonkers, or they've all got sore backs or buggered knees or whatever. It's all 

because of the lifestyle they lived I guess. That's how I, and also to be able to 
have the access so that like, say when you go to a doctor and say well I was a 
fireman and I think I'm going crazy. They go yeah, they know what to do with 

you. 

Several points were discussed regarding the implementation and administration of health 
checks. The first discussion point was the timing of the health check, with some respondents 
suggesting it should be one-off before retirement, whereas others advocated for a longer term 
approach, making health checks available to firefighters in their mid-career or throughout the 
entire career, thus establishing a trajectory of change in physical and mental health.  As 
discussed in the Phase I report, the risk of medical retirement dramatically increases in 
firefighters aged low to mid-fifties, therefore annual medical and physical health checks could 
be implemented for early identification and prevention.  

I think it's more beneficial for the physical and mental wellbeing of the fire 
fighters to be assessed each year, and then you will have a graph of them and 

a better view of their health over the years. And then something in place 
when there is something [that] crops up, so there is help. It's picked up early. 

And then there is options for them, maybe to get off the trucks. 

The second point of discussion was the voluntariness of health checks. Understandably, there 
were those respondents who insisted that the health checks should be strictly voluntary. This 
reflects a broader opposition to anything mandated or demanded by DFES. These respondents 
argued that if firefighters recognise value in undergoing health checks, there will be an uptake 
of the initiative even if it is voluntary. Others argued that health checks should be mandatory, 
because those who recognise the value of such intervention are already doing it themselves, and 
those who really need it will have to be forced to participate. Having mandatory health checks 
will also enable DFES to collect information useful for evidence-based interventions and their 
evaluation.   
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I don't think [health checks] should be mandated but if somebody wants it. [] I 
don't think it should be something that's forced on people.  

[Health checks should be mandatory] for the people who actually need it, 
they need to be told to go because they are the ones that would probably 

refuse it.  

The third point of discussion was privacy and data protection. This concern was expressed by 
some interviewees, who argued that if health check data is available to DFES, it could be used as 
a fitness-for-duty assessment, thus ‘pushing’ the older firefighters to retire involuntarily. 
Therefore, data should be collected by a third party and de-identified before presentation to 
DFES. Others argued that having information about individual’s mental and physical health would 
allow DFES management to find better suitable roles to limit potentially harmful exposure.  

Access to support services for retired firefighters, i.e. counselling 

A majority of respondents supported the suggestion to extend the access to support services, 
such as counselling to include retired firefighters with two thirds finding it very useful (75%).  

Hey, just because you're retired doesn't mean the demons go away. 

Maybe some counselling would have helped when I felt like I was a nobody 
[after retiring] 

The only respondents who rated the practice as not useful argued there would be no uptake of 
the service, because ‘no one would use it’. Those who were in support recognised that pre-
existing mental health issues may continue well into retirement or that retirees may face mental 
health issue after retiring, which has not been identified prior. Thus, the respondents agreed 
that access to counselling should be available to retirees. 

We were talking about PTSD and [the retiree] said that he had it, and he made an 
interesting comment which I have reflected on a lot. That we all retire with it, 

it's just to what extent and how we manage it… We’ve all been exposed to a level 
of trauma and it affects us all in different ways and sometimes it might not 

manifest until, at a different stage in your life. 

An interesting discussion emerged about support providers. Some respondents indicated that 
support must be supplied by a credible source and that providers must have experience in 
interacting with and approaching firefighters, as well as understand the demands of firefighting. 
Frequently, these respondents have had a previous experience with counselling service (e.g., 
current EAP) and found it unhelpful due to an inability of the provider to relate to and 
understand their experiences. As part of this discussion, the need for a peer-based support was 
highlighted as well (see next section). Other respondents suggested that support should be 
available more informally to retired firefighters, for example as regular check-ins from a DFES 
wellness or welfare officer (possibly a firefighter themselves) during the initial post-retirement 
period. This would allow DFES to keep track of how a recent retiree is managing the transition 
and refer them to an appropriate service if necessary. 

But just a phone call to see how you are doing or I'm passing by, can I drop in 
for a coffee. That would be of great benefit, I'm sure. I mean the other 

benefit of that would be, if you are dropping in for a coffee, then you can 
pick up how things are going with the guys who are actually retired and you 
may see things in their new lifestyle that they are not aware of themselves. 
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Peer support groups for retired firefighters 

The suggestion to facilitate peer support group for retired firefighters received strong support 
among respondents with half rating it as very useful (50%). Retired peer support was seen as 
serving two primary functions. First, it would allow retirees to maintain contact with ex-
colleagues and harness the beneficial effects of camaraderie that is often mentioned as one of 
the defining characteristics of the firefighting occupation. In the previous chapter of the report, 
I also noted that some respondents were worried about losing the camaraderie after retiring.  

 [Fellow firefighters] are your, in a way they are your sanity. So, they are the 
way of diffusing problems. So, a lot of it is, minor amount of post-traumatic 

stress. You can wash them away with the guys, because you've all experienced 
the same thing. So, being taken from that group, you've really lost that 

automatic diffuser of the situation, so it then sits in the brains. Now that is going 
to be one of the major things from leaving the guys, leaving the station. 

Many respondents also highlighted the need for ongoing support in retirement and expressed 
that receiving such support from like-minded firefighters who have, or are going through, similar 
issues would be of greatest benefit and may also serve to break down existing stigma related to 
mental health issues and poor retirement adjustment.  

If guys are having issues or problems, not adjusting or [retirement] didn't 
work out the way they wanted. Having yeah, some form of peer support 

would be very good. 

Some suggested that existing structures like the Retired Firefighters Association (RFA) or DFES 
sponsored hobby groups including the brigades’ golf club and fire truck restoration group already 
provide access to peer support as an embedded likeminded social network.  However, 
respondents also pointed out these groups are limited to those with specific interests, not 
retirees at large. Others also mentioned that despite having an interest in participating in these 
interest groups, location was a barrier. Particularly access to and participation in group events 
was problematic for both pre-retirees and retirees living in remote and regional areas. It was 
suggested that these barriers could be overcome if both active and retired firefighters were 
encouraged to organise more location- and interest-based groups. However, it is unclear to what 
extent this might create even more segregation and isolation, or more importantly, whether it 
indeed should be DFES’s initiative or responsibility. 

Finally, respondents acknowledged that some firefighters desire separation from DFES structures 
in retirement but not necessarily want to lose contact with or the support from their peers. 
These individuals may be opposed to participating in a peer support group that is facilitated by 
DFES, but may benefit from having access to information about other options and resources, for 
example, organisations that they and other firefighters may become involved with to benefit 
from informal peer support. 

Gradual retirement: stepping down from operational roles into more 
office-based roles 

There were two options for gradual retirement that were discussed with the respondents. The 
first was to step down from operational roles into non-operational, office-based roles, such as 
training or support (i.e., ‘light duties’). This suggestion received strong support among the 
respondents with a third finding it somewhat useful (36.2%) and a half—very useful (53.2%). 
Those who rated the practice as not very useful expressed a deep reluctance to forgo shift or 
operational work.  
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If you are still a fire fighter, on the ground floor, you don't want to go into an 
office, yeah. 

Those who were in support of the initiative frequently discussed a need for options to extend 
one’s career beyond operational roles. Several separate but related discussion points were 
mentioned, for example, that the decision to move away from operational roles has to be 
voluntary, as many operational firefighters have a strong reluctance to move onto a day roster 
unless they are infirmed. Some respondents indicated that they would only support the initiative 
if it would be voluntary. Other respondents mentioned that the job role that a firefighter 
chooses to move into, of the limited options available, must be one that aligns with his/her 
interest and not just what is available. This is required to ensure that pre-retirees find meaning 
in their work and feel like they are contributing. 

It's got to be a role that they choose to do. Not one that's the only one available, 
you can go and do that. You can go and do that job. They've got to have 

somewhere first.  

Indeed, if the move into a different role would be voluntary and allowed to extend one’s career 
in a meaningful way, the respondents recognised that it could facilitate a more gradual and 
successful transition into retirement.  

It'll show people that there are other pathways where they can prolong their 
career, rather than just sitting on a fire station until the day you die because 
you feel that that's what you have to do, because there's nothing else to do, 
nowhere else to go. Having those positions where yeah, you can go sideways. 

Other respondents also remarked that in providing older firefighters with meaningful options 
beyond operational roles may also serve to lessen the carrying culture that exists when older, 
less physically able firefighters are given the least strenuous jobs with younger personnel having 
to undertake heavier duties. If alternative options were attractive, because they aligned with 
the interests of the firefighter, or were perceived as meaningful, this would likely compensate 
for older firefighters’ reluctance to forgo shift work and encourage them to move on from 
operational roles before needing to be ‘carried’. 

[Older firefighters] get treated a little bit different to a fully fit fire fighter. 
Because they tend to carry them a little bit, right. And so rather than being first 
on one hose and putting BA on their back and all of that sort of stuff, oh you just 
go and drive the pump. It's an easy job for some of the guys, whereas the younger 
ones will do the hard yack…they'll carry the tools, they'll run out the line of hose, 

they'll put the BA and go into the burning building. 

The respondents recognised that there would be several barriers to implementing this practice. 
First, as mentioned above, some firefighters may be reluctant to forgo shift work. Second, some 
respondents mentioned that firefighters may lack skills for office-based roles (e.g. computer 
literacy), as many of the firefighting skills are non-transferable into an office environment. This 
lack of skills would represent a significant barrier for some firefighters to progress into non-
operational roles. Third, it was recognised that the demand for non-operational roles is 
increasing, but not enough positions are being offered, particularly considering the diverse 
interests among firefighters. 

There is a fairly bad record with light duties and alternative duties in this 
organisation. There is not that many of them, and they are very, it's a soul 

destroying experience. You go along and there is not that much to do. It's just 
nothing really you know, you're a bit of an inconvenience to the people who are, 

that are in charge of you. 
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Workshops on non-financial retirement planning 

A large number of respondents (87.8%) agreed that it would be somewhat useful (34.7%) or very 
useful (53.1%) to have access to information sessions or workshops covering the non-financial 
planning for retirement. Interestingly, there was a significant difference in how this initiative 
was rated by pre-retirees and retirees. Specifically, a much larger proportion of pre-retirees 
rated the initiative as very useful (62.5%), as compared to retirees (35.3%). This may indicate a 
growing recognition of the importance of non-financial retirement preparation and planning 
among those currently employed. Those who rated the initiative as not useful seemed to be 
somewhat confused about its purpose being too similar to counselling. 

I think that the level of [retirement] planning that we do doesn't really prepare 
us for what we're likely to encounter. So, I don't think that necessarily, that 

everybody struggles with it but certainly there are people that do. 

There were a variety of suggestions with regard to the topics that should be discussed in such 
workshops, for example focusing on health and well-being by inviting healthcare professionals 
like physiotherapists to discuss expectant changes occurring in early and late retirement, thus 
helping firefighters to improve their planning and preparation. Other respondents indicated the 
need for more information regarding government support systems like Centrelink, senior 
concession and the other services catering for older demographic. Many suggested that 
workshops or seminars should include information about community groups, volunteer 
organisations, hobby organisations, rotary or sporting clubs and local council activities to raise 
awareness about social involvement post-retirement and encourage planning for these activities. 

I tell them, the odd times I see them at the quarterly retired firies meetings, I 
mention I go to the Men’s Shed and they say oh what's that, what is the Men’s 
Shed? What does that do? If they knew about it beforehand, they'd probably 

join up. Be aware of what's out there. 

There was also some discussion about the format in which the non-financial retirement 
information may be presented. Some respondents advocated for the inclusion or integration of 
the non-financial topics into existing retirement seminars, thus widening the scope of the 
information provided. They argued that financial seminars are regularly attended by firefighters 
for whom retirement planning is salient, so this would be a good opportunity to capture their 
attention. Others suggested that pre-retiree’s non-financial needs and interests are highly 
diverse and that perhaps including them all into a seminar format will decrease its overall 
relevance. Rather, the information may be more impactful if it was easily accessible online, 
suiting individual-specific situations and interests. Finally, some recognised the need for the 
‘right people’ to be involved with the creation and delivery of content so that it is both engaging 
and relevant to pre-retires. One respondent was supportive of the initiative, provided the 
information presented was unbiased, without an agenda (not a sole marketing opportunity for 
membership in DFES affiliate groups) and non-intrusive. 

Yeah, it's like big brother telling you what to do. I don't know, it's hard to say. As 
long as [non-financial seminars] are very informative [] I think that would be 

somewhat useful if they are informal, [] there is no obligation. 

Involve retired firefighters as mentors for those nearing retirement 

The suggestion to involve retired firefighters as mentors for currently active firefighters, who 
are considering retirement, received fairly strong support among our respondents (92% rated it 
as somewhat or very useful). Interestingly, there was a significant difference between retirees 
and pre-retirees, with a larger proportion of pre-retirees (56.3%) rating it as very useful (vs 
22.2% of retirees). Although retirees found the initiative somewhat useful, they suggested that 
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retirees may not be suitable for the mentor role because they are ‘unhappy’ in their retirement 
or because many aspects of retirement might have changed which would decrease the value of 
mentorship.  

Well there might be a lot of retirees that are unhappy. I know a lot of retirees 
that have since been divorced, you know. Their whole life has changed, a lot 
of them have got sick. A lot of them have had cancer, you know. There is a 
whole range of things. So, involving, you'd have to really pick and choose.  

Many respondents saw the obvious value in the initiative in terms of sharing experiences and 
useful information. However, many also extensively discussed some conditions under which the 
mentoring relationship would be most beneficial and successful. One such condition was the 
relevance of the mentors work (i.e. rank) and retirement experiences, including length of 
retirement, so that mentors experiences match those of the mentee. The relevance of the 
mentors experience was also said to be important in considering the breadth of both positive 
and negative experiences. 

Yeah, if you go and speak to those that are 60 years of age now, that are still fire 
fighters at an out station…. and all of a sudden, they stop work and nothing's 

changed, they just have another 2 days to go bowling or fishing or whatever they 
pursue. So, it's a bit different from myself as a senior manager down to the lower 

ranks. 

Many respondents also discussed the perceived quality of mentors as an important consideration. 
The notion of ‘the right person’ related to positive attitude and psychological resilience, along 
with some capability in being a mentor, such as communication skills. Further investigation is 
required to understand what personal and professional attributes would be of most value to pre-
retirees. However, another characteristic mentioned as contributing to a successful mentoring 
relationship was a pre-existing relationship between mentor and mentee. 

The fire service has got so big now that often you know, it wasn't that long ago 
you knew everybody in it. Whereas now you can go through your whole career 

and not meet some people. So, maybe if there was some awareness or even some 
relationship with the mentor and the mentee, I think that would be beneficial. 

In extension of the mentorship idea, some respondents discussed a possibility to organise social 
events that would involve retired firefighters talking about their retirement experiences and 
engage in a discussion with other retirees and active firefighters. An additional benefit of open 
forum discussions is that it allows for collaborative learning opportunities as attendees learn 
from the perspectives, shared experiences or questions presented to, and by, others. However, 
it was suggested that these events should be kept small, so that people are able and encouraged 
to share their thoughts, concerns and opinions. 

That would be very useful I think. Whether it is forums or seminars, or workshops 
whatever you want to call it. [] One or two a year, or even just one a year, so 
we've got recently retired blokes who come in. Or women for that matter. And 
need to have some sort of structure, but basically an open forum type of thing. 

So, that way we can relate to their experiences and their planning. 

Access to upskilling opportunities 

The suggestion to provide pre-retiree with some upskilling opportunities received a strong 
support among the respondents, with half (53.2%) rating it as very useful. Those who were not in 
favour of the initiative were generally opposed to more learning or were not sure how upskilling 
could benefit one post-retirement. 
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Those respondents who were in support of the initiative, either discussed specifically computer 
literacy as an example of upskilling, or focused on upskilling more generally. Computer literacy 
skills were perceived as generally lacking among pre-retirees, which was seen as potentially 
having a negative impact on one’s retirement. More importantly, computer illiteracy was seen a 
barrier for taking up non-operational roles in the organisation. However, there was also a 
recognition that computer literacy might only be an issue among older generations.  

Going into the future it's probably not as much an issue as it probably was five 
years ago. [] But the generation coming through are a lot more IT savvy than I 

am, and I'm a lot more IT savvy than a lot of the guys who have retired. So I think 
there's probably a shelf life on that.   

With regard to up-skilling more generally, some discussed the non-transferability of firefighting 
skills, despite having several qualifications meeting or even exceeding (e.g., senior first aid) 
industry standards. Others discussed the limited transferability of firefighting skills, despite 
there being industry demand for the qualifications maintained (i.e., high-ropes, confined spaces, 
dangerous goods, first aid). The issue of skill transferability seems to be related to internal 
training that is not accredited or nationally recognised. Respondents also highlighted the need 
for not only training and upskilling opportunities, but also the opportunities to practice the new 
skills.  

Transfer of skills. I've got three pages of skills, but none of them are any good 
out there, outside…Transferrable first aid thing, instead of a DFES one. You 

know, they say we're doing Australian Standard ones now. Well, that's correct. 
We’re following Australian Standard Format, but it's a DFES piece of paper we 

get, not something that’s recognised out in industry. 

Access to sessions with Mental Health practitioner 

A majority of respondents rated the suggestion to provide access to a dedicated number of 
session with mental health (MH) practitioner both pre- and post-retirement as useful (85.7%). 
Those who were not in support of the initiative said that they never experienced mental health 
issues, hence saw no value in such service. Those respondents who did support the initiative 
spoke about the importance of mental health, specifically, early recognition and prevention, to 
improve retirement adjustment and wellbeing, seconding the views expressed when discussing 
the provision of counselling support to retirees (as reported in the previous section). There was a 
respondent who suggested that a consultation with an MH practitioner in pre-retirement could 
be a sort of insurance policy: in case an MH issue is encountered in in retirement, the 
consultation could become a basis for a claim. 

[Important for] pre-retirees, because it might be something where you pick 
up a problem later on you might have trouble [] If you thought you had a 

claim, like Post traumatic stress or something like that, that could be 
recorded before you retired, and the fact that you had it could be recorded 

and you wouldn’t have to battle to prove it after you had gone. 

Similar to the discussion of previous initiatives, the question whether sessions with the MH 
practitioner should be mandatory or voluntary arose in some discussions. Majority of respondents 
argued that participation should be voluntary and up to the individual firefighter to decide on. It 
was argued that if such sessions were mandatory, it would spark a string of opposition and no 
one will turn up. However, these respondents also thought that participation in the MH sessions 
should be strongly encouraged via means of personal appeal, not just generic communication 
about availability. 
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No. It should be optional, but offered. Where it's literally someone rings me up 
and says: [name], how would you like me to come and have a chat with you about 

getting psychologically prepared for no longer being a full time firefighter and 
retiring?  [] So, something that is more active, rather than just like a poster in a 

tea room or a flyer in a team room. But like someone actually actively calling you 
and trying to get you involved. 

There were a few respondents who argued that the sessions should be mandatory, because those 
who really need them won’t be volunteering to participate. Finally, several respondents 
advocated for the ongoing, regular sessions, rather than a one-off approach. There was a 
recognition that the MH service is already available through the EAP.  

Involve partner and family in retirement preparation 

The majority of respondents rated the suggestion to involve partner and/or family in retirement 
planning and preparation as somewhat (43.2%) or very useful (45.5%). Interestingly, there was a 
significant difference in the ratings of retirees and pre-retirees. A third of retirees (33.3%) rated 
the initiative as not useful at all, whereas all pre-retirees were in support. Unfortunately, 
retirees did not provide much explanation behind their rating, but I speculate that it has to do 
with changing attitudes and perceptions about the importance of one’s family in successful 
transition to retirement. This was evident from the commentary offered by those respondents 
who found the initiative useful, as they emphasised the critical role their partner’s support will 
play in retirement transition. 

Basically raising the awareness of what it means to be retired and some of the 
considerations and issues that come with retirement, what you need to be 
prepared for, what you need to have an awareness of. I think going into 
retirement in a kind of a partnership with the same ideas and the same 

understanding is hugely important for mutual support, most definitely yep. 

When asked about specific areas of retirement planning and preparation for partner or family to 
be involved with, the respondents specifically highlighted mental health awareness. Particularly 
it was emphasised that spouses should be included in mental health education and preparation, 
given the partner’s close proximity, objectivity and ability to assess even subtle changes in mood 
and temperament. 

I never exposed [my spouse] to what, things I had to do when I was on shift. But 
some of the guys that sort of might hold onto those memories too long, which 

might then affect them when they're retiring and get away from the job. That's 
then going to upset and probably affect their retirement relationship with their 

partners. So, if they had that counselling parts of things to be able to do 
between partners, it would be useful. 

Furthermore, the respondents recognised that retirement may mean noticeable changes to the 
amount of time that spouses and families spent together, which might put the relationships 
under strain. Therefore, involving family and partner in the discussion about the upcoming 
retirement in a more structured and formal way was considered as an integral part of retirement 
preparation. For example, one respondent suggested an idea of a workshop or a group 
counselling session for firefighter’s family and partner. 

So, having some sort of workshop [with] partners and family coming along, saying 
okay well you're coming up to a change of life now, guess what, you're going to 
be in each other’s pockets. These are the problems that you know, some people 

have come up against…. 
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Peer support group for pre-retired firefighters 

Unlike the suggestion to organise a peer support for retirees, a suggestion of peer support for 
pre-retirees was met with some resistance. Although the majority of respondents still rated pre-
retiree peer support as useful (85.1%), there were a few more who did not perceive it as 
valuable, primarily because they saw peer support already happening informally at the stations. 
These respondents suggested that more information related to retirement should be 
disseminated to the stations to thus facilitate an informal discussion about retirement, 
harnessing the power of existing informal networks. Those who were in support of this initiative 
indicated that it would be good for sharing knowledge, information and experiences related to 
retirement planning and preparation.  

Yeah I'd say, [retirees] could talk to people and give them ideas. You know, I 
could tell people you know, I have got a workshop now and I've been doing 

woodwork. You know, and I've joined out here and I've joined the Men’s Shed, 
you know. Give them ideas, that oh yeah maybe retirement wouldn't be too 
bad then. I'm not going to get bored. I can do this, I can do that. There's all 

this stuff out there that you can still do. Because you're retiring, doesn't mean 
you just go and sit and watch TV all day long. 

There was also some discussion about involving retirees in mentoring or supporting pre-retirees 
in their retirement planning and preparation, for example by inviting retirees to return to their 
stations to have a conversation about what retirement was like for them. These ideas are 
discussed in more detail in the section on mentoring between retirees and pre-retirees. 

Access to sessions with a Career Advisor or career planning support 

About three quarters of the respondents thought that having some form of career planning would 
be somewhat (36.2%) or very useful (40.4%). However, there was a wide range of interpretations 
of what career services would actually constitute. Some respondents viewed career services as a 
source of information about retirement-related support services and volunteering or work 
opportunities for retirees. Other respondents thought that career advice would be more about 
financial preparation to retirement, for example management of lifestyle expectations and 
additional contributions to the superannuation fund in anticipation of the lower income in 
retirement. Both of these discussions were related to ‘end-of-career’ advice that could be 
provided to enable a more successful transition into retirement. Some respondents also spoke 
about the importance of having more confidence in their decisions about retirement and the 
impending transition. 

The preparation for retirement so you can feel comfortable then taking on 
the transition. So building I guess the can do attitude, being like the self-

efficacy that you are capable of doing this, like you have the tools for doing 
this. It’s not as scary as you think it is kind of thing. To give us confidence. 

Those respondents who rated the initiative as not useful considered that it is not necessary to 
talk about ‘career’ in relation to retirement, because one should not seek employment 
opportunities in retirement.  These respondents believed that career planning should be done at 
the beginning of one’s employment, when career advice is more valuable. However, others 
pointed out that individuals may change their attitude about employment after retiring. 
Although most firefighters in the pre-retirement stage might think that they are not willing to do 
any paid work in retirement, this might change once they retire and fully realise the challenges 
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of retirement, including financial difficulties. Hence, career support might be useful in post-
retirement. 

You know, like sometimes people get out because they've just had enough. As you 
get older, you get less tolerant to change. And a lot of people retire just because 

the job becomes too difficult, so I guess they lose, not lose interest but they 
probably don't have as positive an outlook on the employment prior, as opposed 

to afterwards. 

Online learning module on retirement planning 

Nearly a third of the respondents (32.4%) rated the initiative to offer retirement planning and 
preparation program in an online learning module as not useful. The major reasons mentioned 
for this lack of support were low level of computer literacy among current pre-retirees and 
opposition to online learning as too impersonal and therefore ineffective. There were also those 
who suggested that learning delivery via an online medium at DFES has rapidly increased over 
the years, and has been relied on too much. There were also a couple of respondents who 
suggested that there would be very little uptake of the initiative, hence there was no point of 
implementing.  

There is too many online modules now. I think it should be provided, but not 
by an online module. 

Those respondents who rated the online module on retirement planning as somewhat useful 
(38.2%) or very useful (29.4%) argued that access to any information related to retirement is 
valuable (i.e., the more information the better). They thought that having access to more 
information will increase the quality of their decision making about retirement. The respondents 
also indicated that placing information online makes it easier to access, which is also beneficial. 
Some suggested that perhaps information should be duplicated both offline (i.e., brochures and 
flyers) and online, so it is up to the individuals to choose which medium they would prefer. 
Finally, there were those who suggested that although current pre-retirees might not be 
particularly open to accessing information online, this will rapidly change as younger individuals 
are more comfortable with the digital environment. 

Yeah, yeah if the information was online then people could choose to seek it 
themselves. But it needs to be advertised that it is out there []. It might not be 

as bad if it was online, if guys, if people are interested they know where to go to 
get the latest and greatest information. 

Involve retired firefighters as mentors in volunteer BGUs 

The suggestion to involve retired firefighters as mentors with volunteer brigades and units was 
rated as useful by three quarters of the respondents (76%).  Majority (52%), however, only 
thought that is would be somewhat useful. 

 I know some really experienced station officers who would become captains of 
local fire brigades in country towns. And that's really valuable you know, those 

skills that these guys have and the experience to be able to support operationally 
and also from a training perspective, those volunteer stations, is really immense. 

Those who did not consider this initiative as useful, discussed a complex relationship that exists 
between volunteers and paid staff, including different experiences and attitudes, which could 
become a barrier for collaboration between retirees and volunteers. For example, some retirees 
reported that they have tried to join volunteer units post-retirement and ‘haven’t been 
welcomed’. Some other respondents suggested that volunteers could be more experienced in 
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dealing with bushfires than many career firefighters are, hence there would be no use of 
expertise in the way intended.  

There is a wall between [paid personnel and volunteers]. You can talk about 
it all you like, there was a wall there 100 years ago. There's still a wall there 

today. 

In some cases [volunteers are] probably better firefighters, because they are out 
at big grass fires all the time. Big bush fires. I was at Fremantle for most of my 

career, don’t see much bush around there. [] You can’t have me going to a 
volunteer who is fighting fires 80 feet tall and telling him what to do. 

Those who were more in support of the initiative saw it as an opportunity to share the skills and 
knowledge developed over one’s career in the interests of improvement, especially in rural 
areas, because some retired firefighters choose to relocate there. Many of the respondents 
thought that retired firefighters had a lot to offer to volunteer units; be it advice, support, or 
training. For example, respondents recognised that although career firefighters are not as 
experienced with bushfires as volunteer firefighters are, career personnel have other skills to 
offer, such as incident management. There might also be some relief capacity that retired 
firefighters might offer in a case of larger incidents. The respondents however, were cautioning 
that career retirees should not enter volunteer units in a directing or commanding capacity.  

I certainly see that [retired firefighters] could be useful with providing and 
assisting with the provision of training and as a contact point. You got to be 

careful I guess, you wouldn't want a situation where you know, a retired 
firefighter would be trying to direct or force direction onto a volunteer unit. 

You'd have to manage it fairly carefully. It can be quite political.  

Organise formal farewell events 

The Phase I report identified a potential gap in current organisational practices related to ‘off 
boarding’ of retired career firefighters. Some of the interviewees consulted for the Phase I 
report expressed discontent with the lack of recognition from senior management upon 
retirement. Therefore, the respondents in the current study were asked whether formal farewell 
events could serve as a way of providing recognition for retiring firefighters.  

Had a firefighter and a station officer come up to me on my retirement party, 
and they both said: 'The job's losing their best fire ground officer.' That was 

the best thing I'd ever heard in my whole career. That's what I wanted. 

Although the majority (70.5%) rated this suggestion as useful, about a quarter of respondents 
(20.5%) did not see any value in organising formal farewell. There were also significant 
differences between pre-retirees and retirees, with over a half (53.3%) of retirees rating the 
practice as very useful, compared to a small fraction of pre-retirees (13.8%). This might suggest 
that pre-retirees are not fully anticipating the importance of farewell, thus supporting the 
findings of the Phase I report that recognition is critical for a successful retirement transition. 

To me [the farewell was very useful], when I retired. Come back and everyone 
was there. The ladies in the typing area and all that type of thing were there. 

You don't realise how many friends you've had there until you retire. 

Many respondents acknowledged that informal farewell events do take place at the stations, 
where the crews will organise a send-off for the retiree. Others also pointed out that the RFA 
organises more formal retirement dinners every quarter. There were some concerns that 
organising additional farewell events would be redundant and even lead to some animosity with 
the union.  
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[Farewell is] usually organised by the crews, you know, depending on how 
popular you are how good it is. Generally it's a pretty good send off, yeah. [] I 

think it would be useful for sure, yeah. I mean, anyone who’s been in the job for 
a long time likes to be recognised, yeah. 

That's happening, yeah the union [organises farewell]. Yeah, I think that would 
create too much animosity between the two. I mean we are the union, and for 

DFES to suggest that could [] be seen as almost aggressive in a way. 

However, some respondents indicated that there was still a need for more, organisation-driven 
farewell events. This is because some retirees might not be interested to be involved with the 
RFA or dislike large scale events. Thus, many indicated the need for formal, but individual-based 
farewell events. Some of the discussions also tapped in a broader dissatisfaction with the 
amount and quality of recognition that career firefighters receive from the organisation. There 
was an evident sense of entitlement and expectation to be recognised for their service to the 
community, and many respondents, especially the retirees, felt bitter about the organisation 
seemingly placing a low value and priority on celebrating their service. 

I just got my long service medal sent to me in the post. Now, I was entitled to 
it long before I left DFES… and I'm not a big one for medals and awards and 

pats on the back and stuff like that. But having it sent in the post is a bit of a 
kick in the guts. It's incredibly unprofessional and disrespectful. 

Gradual retirement: reduction of work hours 

The second (and less popular) suggestion for gradual retirement was reduction of work hours. 
Only about two thirds of respondents (64.8%) rated this practice as useful. However, there was a 
clear separation of the operational versus non-operational roles, with later perceived as more 
suitable for the implementation of reduced work hours. Many respondents saw it as a good 
strategy for retirement transition, with even those who would not consider it themselves, 
recognising that other individuals might benefit from such practice. 

It would have to be done on other duties, so you could say somewhat useful 
because it might appeal for some people. 

Are we talking about firefighting here? No, you could offer them an office job, 
but if you're gonna be on the machines, then you've got to stay fully fit. 

Otherwise you're going to get a drop in standards. 

Reduction of work hours for those in operational roles was seen as leading to a range of issues, 
including loss of competency and physical abilities, difficulty in maintaining minimum manning 
and training requirements at the stations, and negative attitudes from the crew. There was a lot 
of support for the current shift structure (10-14) as providing enough of time-off between shifts 
to rest and revitalise. Several respondents indicated that there would be (or already was) a 
resistance from the union to even potentially consider a reduction of work hours for operational 
staff.  

Yeah, but they can't do it operationally. The reason for it is we do so much 
training, it is extremely hard to just coordinate all that. You know, like we're 

across about 160-190 subjects you know. That's a lot of stuff to retrain each year 
on and so I just know from bitter experience, it doesn't work. 

I don't think [reduction in work hours would be very useful]. I think it might 
start off, but then there'd be problems with it. Blokes will say you know, 
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you're only a bloody bunny. Just come and go when you want too. Yeah I 
would support it to a degree, the step down. 

Although a few, some respondents did see value in reducing work hours for operational 
personnel as facilitating more gradual transition into retirement. Some respondents flagged an 
idea of job sharing as a means of overcoming some of the issues identified above. However, they 
also suggested that job sharing in itself is hard to implement and manage. 

Involve retired firefighters as operational support at larger incidents 

The least supported organisational practice discussed with the respondents in the current study 
was involving retired firefighters as operational support at larger incidents. As described in the 
Phase I literature review, this approach was successfully implemented at the New York Fire 
Department following 9-11 catastrophe. Only about half of the respondents in the current study 
rated it as useful (58%). Overall, the suggestion was perceived as rather controversial and 
generated an intense discussion with the respondents. Those who were not in support of the 
practice argued that retirees might ‘get in the way’ instead of providing useful assistance. 
Others argued that bringing retirees to incidents would unnecessarily expose them to traumatic 
events and could have adverse effects for their physical and mental health.  

I don't want to expose them or me when I'm a retired fire fighter, to the 
stressors and responsibilities of attending large incidents. I want them to be 

left alone so they can enjoy their retirement, or so I can enjoy my retirement 
without having to face those stressors. 

Another reason for opposing the suggestion was related to the potential loss of competency after 
retiring, and not keeping up-to-date with latest procedures and equipment. Some respondents 
offered in-principal support suggesting that only some recently retired firefighters (‘the right 
people’) with requisite experiences may be useful assets in the coordination and support during 
large scale incidents or when incidents might require relieving teams to prevent exhaustion and 
burnout, especially in rural areas. 

Yes, there is a value to it. But looking at it from a risk manager's perspective, 
you know, you've got to look at people maintaining their competencies and skill 

levels, you've got to look at health issues with retirees. 

Those who found the suggestion as very useful, argued that retired firefighters have a lot of 
knowledge and experience, which would be especially valuable in supporting the crews when 
‘things go pear-shaped’. Some noted, as before, that retirees yearn to remain involved and be 
useful to the service in whatever capacity, so bringing them to large incidents, when help is 
especially needed, would mean a lot to some retirees. However, many respondents also insisted 
that retirees should be renumerated if involved in operations, and not do it in a voluntary 
capacity. This would help to legitimise their presence on the fire ground and avoid the 
perception of a practice being a ‘cost-cutting exercise’.  

I think a lot of retired fire fighters that I know look for that something. 
Sometimes it might be going and helping out at the old museum, or working on 

the old heritage fleet of fire appliances, or even some of them just get a, go out 
and buy a fire radio to put in their shed so in summer they can listen to the radio 

and hear where everyone is going and what they are doing. And hear their old 
mates calling up on the radio. My old boss has done that. They sort of have that, 
it's sort of like a separation anxiety I think. You know that, a hot summer days, a 
big ploom of smoke in the hills and they feel like they're almost not doing their 
job because they are out of it now and there is no way for them to participate. 
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In the final stage of the research study, focus groups were organised and facilitated with the 
primary aim being to contextualise the findings of the interviews and surveys (as reported in the 
previous chapters in the report). Specifically, I was interested to explore in-depth the relevance, 
applicability and feasibility of organisational practices targeted at addressing the issues reported 
and experienced by career firefighters in both pre-retirement and post-retirement stages. Three 
focus groups were conducted with a total of 25 participants, representing various stakeholders, 
including retired and active career firefighters, DFES Wellness branch, Firefighters’ Union, and 
mental health researchers. All focus groups took place during a half day event at the University 
of Western Australia Club.  

To facilitate the process of discussion, each focus group was chaired by an experienced 
facilitator (including the author of this report). The participants were presented with a brief 
summary of the interview and survey findings, specifically, changes expected by pre-retirees 
versus changes experienced by retirees (see Figure 8) and perceived usefulness of the top 8 
organisational practices (see Figure 12). The discussion was guided at identifying specific 
initiatives or practices that DFES could feasibly implement in the foreseeable future to address 
some of the highlighted issues. After briefly elaborating about the retirement challenges and 
issues faced by the retiring firefighters, participants were encouraged to discuss who (i.e., 
stakeholders) should be involved, what resources are required, and what the barriers for 
implementation are. After an in-depth discussion in their groups, participants were invited to 
swap tables and learn more about the discussion in other focus groups, while providing their 
feedback.  

Extensive typed notes were taken by transcribers placed in each group. Thematic analysis was 
used to analyse these notes. The following contains an overview of the issues discussed by the 
focus group participants and recommended solutions. Note: the issues are presented in no 
particular order. 

Retirement expectations 

Focus group participants were particularly intrigued by the research findings that highlighted the 
difference between pre-retiree expectations and retirees’ actual experiences (see Figure 8). For 
many, it came as no surprise that operational firefighters had unrealistic expectations about 
their retirement and anticipated positive changes in many life domains. Specifically, it was 
discussed that many retirees struggle with physical and mental health issues, possibly because 
pre-retirees are hesitant to seek assistance in a fear of a punitive action (i.e., being forced to 
retire earlier). Therefore, many issues, particularly related to mental health, remain 
undiagnosed. 

Another factor that might be contributing to firefighters having unrealistic expectations about 
retirement was lack of information. Focus group participants acknowledged that the majority of 
information related to retirement is financial, which is clearly not sufficient to fully prepare and 
plan for retirement.  

Solutions 

Focus group participants advocated for more support provided by DFES to those nearing 
retirement and throughout their transition into retirement. For example, participants were 
delighted to learn that DFES has extended provision of EAP to recent retirees (as an outcome of 
the preliminary study report). Another initiative strongly supported by the focus groups was 
introduction of physical and mental health check-ups for those nearing retirement, with a 
possibility in the future to extend the program to all firefighters at regular intervals throughout 
their career. The advantages of such approach would be improvement of retirement outcomes 
and potential savings on workers’ compensation claims. Some suggested that routine health 
check-ups might also reduce insurance premiums, due to an increase in screening and reduction 
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of risk. There was little agreement however, among focus group participants whether the health 
checks should be voluntary or compulsory. There was a strong emphasis that any health checks 
should only be provided for information purposes, and not as a punitive measure.  

Another solution is the provision of retirement-related information to all firefighters. Focus 
group participants clearly supported the idea of more education and learning about retirement, 
in addition to financial and superannuation information discussed in the next section. Some 
areas that could be included/discussed are: mental health (training) and resilience, post-
retirement activities, biomechanics and ageing processes, wellbeing, external social circles, as 
well as steps involved in retirement planning and preparation. Focus group participants thought 
that information and education should specifically target the formation of realistic retirement 
expectations, which could be facilitated if retired firefighters themselves were involved in 
design and delivery of some retirement-related materials. For example, retirees could be invited 
to participate in or facilitate workshops or share their stories on the website, in the electronic 
newsletters or printed materials.  

Attending wellness officers commented that new information for retired firefighters was now 
available on the DFES website. This was perceived as a first step in the right direction of 
creating more information resources for pre-retirees and retirees. However, lack of 
communication about these initiatives was also noted (see discussion in the later section). 
Overall, an idea of an online information source (e.g. website) was well perceived and it was 
suggested that the website should include information about post-retirement activities, services, 
contact information for former firefighters, who might be interested in mentoring or 
companionship, and so on. 

Finally, focus group participants emphasised that a possibility of medical retirement should be 
highlighted and discussed as a part of any retirement-related information or activities. This 
could make retirement planning and preparation more salient, but also raise the awareness of 
the importance of mental and physical health maintenance, prevention of injuries, and seeking 
help and support proactively. 

Superannuation 

Lack of knowledge around superannuation was discussed as a major barrier to successful and 
timely retirement. Specifically, participants emphasised the lack of longer-term planning for 
retirement among younger firefighters, because they perceive retirement as something that 
won’t happen for a long time. Focus group participants admitted that they had similar thoughts 
about retirement when they were younger, and consequently were not financially prepared. 
They observed that a lot of firefighters struggle with financial issues and decisions when nearing 
retirement. Particularly, not knowing how to manage their finances in preparation for 
retirement, when to start this preparation, what is the appropriate amount of money to have for 
a successful and fulfilling post-retirement and where to seek financial guidance.  

It was suggested that issues of financial illiteracy are aggravated as firefighters are fearful of 
asking retirement-related questions, because these might be perceived as too personal. The lack 
of pre-retirement financial planning was seen as contributing to even larger financial issues post-
retirement. It was said that retired firefighters have poor financial management skills, engage in 
many expensive activities (i.e. travel) in early retirement years, which means they have less 
financial resources available later on in retirement.  

Partially the lack of longer-term financial planning was attributed to the lack of financial advice 
and information provided by the superfund and DFES. For example, it was mentioned that the 
retirement seminar is only organised once a year, which was seen as insufficient frequency. In 
addition, the retirement seminar was described as ‘confusing’ due to financial jargon used. The 
provision of service by the superfund was seen as reactive (i.e., on request), rather than 
proactive.  
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Solutions 

Provision of more information about superannuation was seen as the primary way of addressing 
the issues related to the lack of the longer-term financial planning for retirement. It was 
suggested that superfund representatives should visit stations on a periodic basis, instead of just 
on request. The information sessions provided at the stations could be more tailored for younger 
firefighters in order to encourage some thought about retirement planning. Alternatively (or in 
addition) financial literacy could be improved via an online learning module describing 
superannuation and superannuation fund basics, financial planning and money management, and 
other relevant information (e.g., mortgage, how much is needed to retire comfortably, 
concessional contribution caps, etc.). Some suggested that an online training module would be 
more desirable, compared to information sessions or seminars, due to the personal nature of 
financial information, which many firefighters might not be comfortable to share with others. 

Communication and involvement 

It was observed by focus group participants that DFES does little to keep track of or stay in touch 
with retired firefighters, which might partially lead to some of the retirement-related issues 
they experience (after being embedded in organisation for decades). Lack of communication 
with retirees also means that they do not learn about any beneficial developments or initiatives. 
For example, recent expansion of EAP service provision to retired firefighters was not 
communicated. Similarly, firefighters did not know that the wellness branch has created an 
information resource about retirement.  

That’s the problem. I didn’t know that, nobody told me [about the website]. 

Another related issue was lack of involvement of retired firefighters, which contributes to their 
poor retirement adjustment (i.e., they feel worthless), but also means DFES is losing a valuable 
source of knowledge and experience.  

Solutions 

Ideally, focus group participants suggested to create a full-time position for a wellness officer 
focused on retiring and retired firefighters. Their duties could involve maintaining regular 
contact with firefighters nearing retirement, initiating regular communication via e-mail or a 
newsletter, collating and distributing retirement-related information, following-up with recently 
retired firefighters to ensure their transition has been successful and liaising with other involved 
parties (e.g., retired firefighters association, United Firefighters Union (UFU), superannuation 
fund, and so on). It was suggested that at minimum, retirees should remain a part of the 
organisation for some time after retiring, instead of current ‘out and forgotten’ approach. For 
example, employee portal could remain open to retirees for some time to access information 
about one’s employment history. Other services that DFES could provide to firefighters 
mentioned were access to gym at the stations, station tours for partners and families, 
organisation or provision of social events for retirees. 

Another strategy for retiree involvement was the creation of a peer support network, whereby 
retired firefighters could act as peer supporters for both currently employed personnel and other 
retirees. One key consideration for the provision of any support to firefighters was knowledge of 
the job, therefore retired firefighters are well placed to act as peer supporters, because they 
have earnt the respect and possess the wealth of knowledge. This could also help retirees to feel 
connected to the wider firefighting community. 
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Management 

Managerial issues were seen as a major barrier to implementation of any retirement-related 
initiatives. It was suggested that DFES management rarely acts on internal reports, which often 
contain useful suggestions and solutions. In consequence, participants questioned the likely 
outcomes of the present study into firefighters’ retirement. It was observed that members of 
the management and/or executive team did not attend the focus group (although invited). 

I’m not surprised I don’t see any of the managers today [at the focus group]… 
they need to hear it from the people. 

This further related to perceived suboptimal management of health and wellness issues at the 
organisation. Participants commented that although DFES has won an award for health and 
wellbeing, they felt that not enough was being done in terms of health promotion and 
problematic issues are being ignored due to budget constraints. It was pointed out that the 
wellness branch is underfunded, hence implementation of any new initiatives or policies related 
to retirement would potentially put further strain on the existing staff. Furthermore, 
participants felt that managerial imperative was answering to politicians rather than improving 
operations. As an example of an oversight relevant to retiring, the lack of procedures or policies 
for return to work after a medical issue or surgery was mentioned. 

More broadly, participants discussed an invisible divide in a form of ‘us vs them’ mentality 
existing at DFES, which puts a strain on the implementation of many useful initiatives. 
Potentially this division is driven by external hiring practices for managerial staff, instead of 
internal promotion. Participants spoke about the crucial importance of camaraderie for 
firefighters, which is undermined when the outsiders (with no relevant firefighting experience) 
are brought in to run the organisation. Managers were seen as disengaged, not providing enough 
communication, and not acknowledging the value of the staff. Managerial bullying was raised as 
an important concern, along with pervasive criticism, and lack of support.  

It’s never a pat on the back, nothing. It’s you did this wrong and this wrong 
and this wrong. 

Solutions 

Acknowledging that the managerial issues discussed above are broadly relevant to the entire 
organisation, not only in the context of the present study of firefighters’ retirement, focus group 
participants spoke of the need to promote managers internally, rather than hiring externally. In 
their view, this would promote greater respect between the firefighters and managers, because 
the later would know ‘what the job is like’. In relation to retirement, this could also help to 
establish alternative career pathways for firefighters and encourage them to move into non-
operational roles. 

Furthermore, participants saw a need for management to be more engaged with firefighters, for 
example, by visiting stations on a regular basis and mingling with operational firefighters. This 
would create an opportunity to discuss various issues in a more informal atmosphere, and allow 
for building a more trusting relationship. 

More specifically on retirement, it was suggested that management should take more interest in 
discussing and promoting the issue, to ensure that any initiatives or policies are implemented in 
a timely and efficient manner. It was suggested that executives should participate in a formal 
discussion of the matter, including other interested parties, such as UFU. It was recommended 
that current research findings would be a good starting point for the discussion. 
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Training and upskilling 

A key discussion point in the focus groups was a lack of training and upskilling opportunities 
available to career firefighters after academy. Participants saw additional training and upskilling 
as a key factor in addressing many of the retirement-related issues identified in the current 
research study, for example older firefighters still occupying operational jobs due to personal or 
financial reasons, increasing prevalence of medical retirements, and so on. It was suggested that 
current training opportunities for career firefighters are limited and access to training is 
restricted, because it is seen as a privilege. Perceived limited training opportunities were 
related to a small number of places available for training courses. For example, the fire 
investigation team was mentioned as an excellent training program, however, only 4 spots were 
available for 53 applicants, which made it highly competitive. It was also observed that access 
to training is unfairly restricted for operational staff, as compared to office staff. For example, 
office staff were recently provided with many opportunities to undertake mental health training, 
whereas firefighters were not allowed by the DFES to take off shift to undergo this training. 

Solutions 

The participants felt that DFES (management) should adopt a more positive attitude towards 
training and upskilling. Even if offering more training and qualifications to firefighters meant a 
higher risk of individuals leaving the DFES and seeking employment elsewhere, focus group 
participants felt that this outcome would ultimately benefit and serve the wider community, 
which was seen as the DFES mission. In addition, this would help to deal with some of the 
retirement-related challenges, such as firefighters staying in an operational role for too long, 
because they have no alternative options. 

All education is good education, no matter what you learn it’s going come 
back to the community in some way. 

Participants agreed that firefighters should be given access to internal and external nationally 
recognised training to facilitate upskilling and promote alternative career opportunities. It was 
emphasised that firefighters should be encouraged to develop transitional skills. The additional 
training should be presented in an attractive manner to entice participation, but also remain 
voluntary (although several focus group participants did advocate for mandatory upskilling). In 
addition, it was mentioned that younger firefighters might not recognise the need for additional 
training, and thus should be informed about their options in a more straightforward manner.  

Access to more training opportunities should be supplemented with available positions to utilise 
the new skills for those who would like to move into non-operational roles. These and other 
ideas relating to alternative job pathways are discussed in the next section. 

Alternative job pathways 

Having alternative job and career pathways for firefighters was seen as a valuable policy to 
alleviate many of the retirement-related challenges. For example, moving into non-operational 
jobs may reduce the risk of physical or mental injury for aging firefighters. It might also ensure a 
more gradual transition to retirement. The focus group participants discussed both external and 
internal alternative job pathways. 

External career opportunities were perceived as inaccessible to career firefighters, due to 
several factors. First, lack of national recognition for the DFES training obtained by firefighters. 
Similarly, lack of recognition of prior skills and qualifications acquired before becoming a 
firefighter was noted. Another related issue was translation of existing skills that firefighters 
have into applied skills in demand by other industries. For example, one participants spoke 
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about having ‘good problem solving skills’, but was unsure of how this could be translated into 
experience on his resume.   

Second, focus group participants also perceived that DFES provides very little support for 
firefighters in gaining other forms of employment or in undertaking certification or training 
courses that would be more attractive for external organisations. Participants recognised that 
DFES faces a dilemma when it comes to promoting alternative employment and training. From 
one side, DFES might potentially be in danger of losing qualified firefighters to other, better 
paying jobs. From another, having limited options for alternative employment leaves firefighters 
vulnerable in the case of medical retirement, but also aggravates the retirement-related issues 
as discussed above. 

Finally, focus group participants also observed the gap between external opportunities available 
to operational staff as compared to office/management staff. For example, it was noted that 
several district officers have successfully found employment in the mining sector, thanks to their 
additional training. However, because of the lack of training and upskilling, similar opportunities 
were not available to lower level staff. 

Internal career opportunities were also criticised as being limited, with few positions available 
for moving outside of a standard firefighting role and external recruitment for managerial jobs 
(as discussed earlier). Another issue in relation to internal career opportunities was a substantial 
reduction in pay when moving from an operational firefighting role. Participants mentioned that 
in some cases the pay cut is nearly 50%, which makes it very unattractive for operational 
personnel, especially those nearing retirement.  

Light duty jobs currently available to firefighters who have experienced an injury were criticised 
for a number of reasons. One was location, with participants saying that Cockburn office was 
hard to access, had limited parking, while the use of public transport can be especially difficult 
for those injured. More importantly, it was suggested that light duty positions are currently 
frowned upon and perceived as something negative. Instead, light duty jobs should be presented 
and discussed in a more positive manner to encourage firefighters, who may be experiencing 
some physical or mental health difficulties, to move into these non-operational roles, rather 
than staying on the job and increasing the risk of more serious injury/accident. Furthermore, 
lack of upskilling available to those moving into light duty jobs was noted. Because firefighters 
undertaking light duties are not properly trained or qualified for these roles, they were seen as 
engaging in meaningless, ‘fill-the-time’ activities.  

Solutions 

Focus group participants advocated for a wider range of light duty jobs available at various 
locations to alleviate the issue of access to Cockburn office. Several examples of desirable 
options of internal non-operational positions were mentioned: community liaison officer, 
wellness officer, HR manager, operational readiness reviewers and building inspectors, mentors 
for station officers, safety advisors, occupational health and safety officer, trainers and 
educators. In addition, it was suggested that some of the currently outsourced jobs might 
instead be handled internally, thus creating opportunities for alternative employment (e.g., 
courier services or research). It was emphasised that any alternative jobs or light duty positions 
should be meaningful, which would help to improve their reputation and perception among 
firefighters, and thus reduce the resistance to taking these on. Overall, the recommendation 
was to identify all positions that could potentially be available to pre-retiring firefighters either 
as light duty jobs or alternative, non-operational positions, along with required skills and 
qualifications, to offer both firefighters and DFES a better idea of what might be possible and 
how it should be managed/facilitated. 
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Another idea for creation of alternative job pathways specifically addressing some of the 
retirement-related issues was mandatory job rotations into non-operational jobs for firefighters 
who reach a certain age (e.g., 50). This was seen as achieving several outcomes. First, it would 
facilitate a more gradual transition to retirement in terms of reducing strong occupational 
identity and reliance of camaraderie, which were seen as the strongest barriers to successful 
retirement transition by focus group participants. For example, job rotation could potentially 
encourage building social connections and networking outside of one’s station, which would 
provide more opportunities for social interactions in retirement. Second, such job rotations 
would provide an upskilling opportunity and prepare the firefighter in case a more permanent, 
non-operational role is required in case of medical injury.  For those nearing retirement (aged 60
+), the move into non-operational roles might be more permanent, instead of temporary. Third, 
job rotations would encourage knowledge exchange between operational and non-operational 
staff (including management), which could help to develop more efficient and effective 
organisational practices.  

Finally, succession planning was discussed as a viable strategy to provide a meaningful 
alternative career pathway along with training opportunities for operational firefighters. This 
was also seen as potential solution for the managerial/cultural issues discussed in the previous 
sections. 

Other issues 

As previously mentioned, delaying retirement and staying on the job for too long was widely 
discussed by the focus groups. There was a recognition that some current DFES firefighters are 
too old to be employed in operational roles. The main concerns were level of physical ability and 
negative consequences for one’s physical and mental health. Focus group participants 
considered an idea of having a cap on operational service, similar to other countries (e.g. 
United States of America maximum service of 20 years; or the United Kingdom – maximum 
service of 30 years). Another option for motivating earlier retirement was voluntary 
redundancy, currently available to some staff. However, the current system was criticised for 
being too arbitrary and not having clear decision criteria.  

The association of retired firefighters was criticised for being poorly known and inaccessible. It 
was suggested that their events are organised too rarely and are targeted at a specific 
population. Focus group participants recommended that DFES and UFU should consider better 
strategies for involving retiring and retired firefighters in social and networking activities. 
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