Change is a Constant
As a young lad I can remember listening to a folk singer tell me that “… The times they are a’ changing.”  That was Bob Dylan’s advice to the Class of 1965.  But what does a kid know about such things?  Wasn’t that advice wasted on a kid like me back in the dark ages of 1965?  

Little did we know how much change each of us would encounter as we left the hallowed halls of our dear, old Southern Freehold Regional High School in Farmingdale, New Jersey?  Some of us went to college, but others of us went right into the military.  Some of us took a third route.  We went from high school to college, to failure and then on to the military.
We tried college and were found wanting.  My academic skills paled in comparison to my football skills.  When I should have been hunkered down in the library studying for class, I was off participating in the athletic worlds of football, indoor track and field, and outdoor track and field.  I had a ball.  Unfortunately, a great deal of my time was spent in the fraternity world of wine, women, and song.  

Speaking on behalf of those folks who made the jump from college to the military, I am here to tell you that was a change of the first magnitude.  One day you are free to do basically whatever you wanted to do.  They next day you are suddenly a prisoner of a system that demands obedience and grudgingly rewards conformity.  

I was sent to firefighting school in Illinois, and then spent time in Alaska, the Philippine Islands, Vietnam, Australia, and Arkansas.  For almost four years, I had no hand in choosing the direction of my life.  This required some basic changes in how I lived my life.  My freedom was limited, and believe me this is a very difficult type of change with which I had to cope.

Think about the other changes that fired the emotions of the 1960’s.  There were violent protests against the war in Vietnam.  These seemed to pit generation against generation, and even father against son; brother against brother.  There were the riots that rent asunder the fabric of many of our largest cities.  The civil right’s movement created tensions that remain with us to this very day.  
Over the years each of us has had to cope with changes.  Change is a part of life.  Jobs have been earned, careers begun, and life lived.  On the other hand, jobs have been lost, careers ended, and new careers begun.  We have married, raised children, and sent them off to college.  Others have seen their relationships fail, and have had to move on to new relationships.

It has been suggested that recent academic analyses of the subject of organizational change suggest that people are concerned with the concept of change in their organizations.  More then that people are complaining about the increasingly rapid pace of those changes that are occurring in our lives.

Karl Weick (1999) from Michigan State University tells us that there is a basic tension that underlies many discussions of organizational change.  He suggests that some people believe that planned change is usually triggered by people who fail to create continuously adaptive organizations. 1 
If you are to become an effective leader, you must first understand that change will swirl around every aspect of your operational modis operandi.  Many volumes have been written describing the issue of organizational change and development.  However, all of the readings in the world will be of no use for those leaders who think that change only applies to other people.  

One thing that leaders must be aware of is that there is more than one type of change with which they must be familiar.  There is change that is continuous.  There is change that is evolutionary, and there is change that is episodic.  There is also change that is incremental.  

Life changes a little bit every day.  You just do not notice it.  Life is a truly intriguing journey my friends.  We are each born, we then grow, mature, live, and then at some point we die.  It is really as simple as that. However, sometimes it turns out to be a whole lot more complex than the scenario I have set forth.  

How many of you have read my words through the years wherein I exhorted you to take the global view?  How many of you have heard me preach the doctrine of strategic planning?  I am also fairly certain that you have also seen my descriptions of the need to have a clear-cut vision for your fire department.  I truly believe that all of these are critical aspects of running an organization.

However, these theories cover but one aspect of life.  This is what I like to call life at the macro level.  We study the big picture and then chart a bold course for the future.  We then congratulate ourselves at the depth of our wisdom.

Unfortunately, this is not the entire picture.  There is much more to the whole picture than the main characters and the broad brushstrokes. I want to suggest to you that it is the little things which matter the most, for they provide the depth, texture and perspective for life’s picture.

As one famous writer opined, “…the devil is in the details.”  Our great ideas will never bear fruit if we fail to recognize and support the people who are doing the little things in our agencies, many times without your thanks or appreciation.  Unfortunately we sometimes get hung up at the global level.  We are so concerned with being sure we follow the plan that we forget that all of the participants in our race to the plan are separate, individual people.

Many leaders forget the many individual tasks which go into making up the global whole.  These folks ignore the efforts of those people who form a necessary part of the implementation of the mission, goals, and objectives which are so sanctimoniously tacked to the walls of our fire headquarters.
Each of us must understand that there are those negatively-oriented leaders who often forget that real, live people are behind those names attached to the magnetic name tags which are so frequently affixed to the personnel roster board on the wall of the fire chief’s office, or on the roll call board whereupon the responses of the department are emblazoned.

Every day, in fire departments around the world, legions of brave, loyal, and dedicated people are at work doing the business of their fire departments.  Our agencies exist and prosper because most fire people find their way to the station every day and do their share of the work.  It is their loyalty and performance which allow the necessary job we do to be done.
Whether we are career or volunteer has no bearing.  We are all given tasks, and then made responsible for their completion.  The driver of the engine company in a career department is responsible for the daily completion of the operator’s check sheet for their apparatus.  Is this any different than the engineer’s check sheet used by any number of volunteer fire departments? 

In both cases, the head of the agency goes forward with the big picture plans for their apparatus fleet, assuming that the apparatus are being inspected on a regular basis and that the appropriate preventive maintenance is being performed.  If your apparatus are being maintained as part of a five, ten, or twenty-year replacement plan, that daily PM is a critical element in the plan.  

So each day, when the fluid levels are checked, the tire pressures taken, and the wear and tear on the tires noted the tenets of the apparatus plan are being fulfilled.  The goals are being approached, and the mission is being fulfilled.  However, if someone skips a step, then things can go out of whack.  Given Mr. Murphy’s Law and his propensity for poor timing, you can bet that if something goes wrong, it will occur at the most inappropriate moment.

So it is in the world of our professional lives.  Why stop there my friends.  Hopefully each of us lives a life of many parts.

Let us now apply the lesson of the criticality of little things to life outside of the fire service.  How many of you would want to live in a world without such things as red roses, fluffy kittens, small children, great music, and the dewy smell of new-mown grass?  Not I my friends.

What then can you do to begin nurturing the small things your life, as well as in the life of your fire department?  I would suggest that you do a couple of things:

a. Keep your eyes open – You cannot see if you are not looking

b. Say the words “thank” and “you” a great deal more

c. Be supportive of people who want to do more

d. Remember what it was like to be young and enthusiastic 

e. Be there for your troops

f. NEVER FORGET WHERE YOU CAME FROM
Remember my friends that life is really a series of little things strung together in a variety of interesting ways.  Some may seem bigger and more challenging, but it is usually the little things that give us the greatest satisfaction.  Where then would we be without the simple things in life?

Remember, it really is the little things that matter.
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