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Introduction 
The Hickory Fire Department (HFD) implements an all-hazards approach to protect the lives 

and property of residents, businesses, and visitors in Hickory. The HFD is dedicated to 

achieving and maintaining the highest levels of professionalism and efficiency for those it 

serves. The department’s strategic planning process was guided through the CPSE "Virtual 

Strategic Planning Academy." This strategic plan was developed according to the guidelines 

outlined in the Commission on Fire Accreditation (CFAI) Fire & Emergency Service Self-

Assessment Manual, 10th Edition, and is designed to guide the organization within the 

established parameters set forth by the governing authority. 

The community-driven strategic planning process involved more than just creating a 

document. It encouraged department members to critically examine their paradigms, values, 

philosophies, beliefs, and desires, and to prioritize the interests of the team. Additionally, 

this process allowed members of the department and various stakeholders to actively 

participate in shaping the organization’s long-term direction and focus. The commitment 

demonstrated by community members and department stakeholders was essential to the 

success of this important project, and they remain dedicated to completing and executing the 

strategic plan. 
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Organizational Background 

The City of “Hickory Tavern” was established in 1863 and was changed to the City of Hickory in 

1873. The City of Hickory Fire Department was established in 1878. Once a small city known as 

a trading center on the Western North Carolina Railroad, Hickory has evolved into a thriving 

twentieth-century regional hub center for furniture, data centers, and large manufacturing facilities 

while continuing to honor its rich heritage.  

Today, the city is still a key point for furniture production although the market has changed from 

years past. Technology and manufacturing in 

other industries are fast becoming a driver in the 

area, with the Hickory area being home to data 

centers for Microsoft, Google, and Apple. The 

city is currently in the process of area 

revitalization as part of a bond initiative that 

began in 2018 that includes projects such as the 

Trivium Business Park, City Walk, River Walk, 

and others as part of this initiative. The city boasts a growing economy and demographic area 

within its over 31 square miles. The Hickory Fire Department has a vast history that has evolved 

into a career department that meets the needs within the community. Currently, the Hickory Fire 

Department operates from 7 stations with 139 members. The service delivery of fire and life-safety 

programs is the cornerstone of the agency’s mission. The department engages with members of 

the community in proactively ensuring Hickory is a safe community to raise a family. The 

department embraces excellence in other programs that provide for an all-hazards approach to a 

safe community to include administration, fire suppression, private industry training, emergency 

medical services, technical rescue response, and hazardous materials operations.  
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Organizational Structure 
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Community-Driven Strategic Planning 
 

For many successful organizations, the voice of the community drives their operations and charts the course for 

their future. A community-driven emergency services organization seeks to gather and utilize the needs and 

expectations of its community in the development and/or improvement of the service provided. To ensure that 

the community remains a focus of an organization’s direction, a community-driven strategic planning process 

was used to develop this strategic plan.  

A strategic plan is a living management tool that provides short-term direction, builds a shared vision, documents 

goals and objectives, and optimizes the use of resources. The process of strategic planning can be defined as “a 

deliberative, disciplined approach to producing fundamental decisions and actions that shape and guide what an 

organization (or other entity) is, what it does, and why.” 

Effective strategic planning benefits from a consistent and cohesively structured process employed across all 

levels of the organization. Planning is a continuous process; one with no clear beginning and no defined end. 

While plans can be developed regularly, it is the process of planning that is important, not the publication of the 

plan itself. Most importantly, strategic planning can be an opportunity to unify the management, employees, and 

stakeholders through a common understanding of where the organization is going, how everyone involved can 

work toward the common purpose, and how progression and success will be measured.  
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 The Community-Driven Strategic Planning Process Outline  
1. Define the programs provided to the community.  

2. Establish the community’s service program priorities and expectations of the organization. 

3. Identify any concerns the community may have about the organization, along with aspects of the 

organization that the community views positively. 

4. Revisit the mission statement 

giving careful attention to the 

services and programs 

currently provided and those 

that can be provided in the 

future. 

5. Revisit the values of the 

organization’s membership. 

6. Identify the internal strengths 

and weaknesses of the 

organization. 

7. Identify areas of aspirations and results of the organization. 

8. Identify the organization’s critical issues and service gaps. 

9. Determine strategic initiatives for organizational improvement. 

10. Establish realistic goals and objectives for each initiative. 

11. Identify implementation tasks for the accomplishment of each objective. 

12. Determine the vision of the future. 

13. Develop organizational and community commitment to accomplishing the plan. 
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Community Group Findings 
A key element to the Hickory Fire Department’s organizational philosophy is having a high level of 

commitment to the community, as well as recognizing the importance of community satisfaction. Thus, the 

department sought input from community representatives to provide feedback on services provided by the 

department. Respondents were asked to provide a prioritized perspective on the programs and services 

provided by the department. Specific findings from the community stakeholders are provided in the 

appendix of this document. The department stakeholders utilized the full feedback from the community 

stakeholders in understanding the current challenges encountered within the organization.  

Community Priorities 
To best dedicate time, energy, and resources to services most desired by its community, the Hickory Fire 

Department needs to understand what the customer considers to be their priorities. With that, the community 

stakeholders were asked to prioritize the programs offered by the department through a process of direct 

comparison. The results were as follows:      

Community Stakeholder Group Findings 

See Appendix 1: community expectations 
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The department stakeholders’ work sessions were conducted over the course of three days. These sessions 

served to discuss the organization’s approach to community-driven strategic planning, focusing on the 

department's mission, values, core services, and support services. Additionally, focus was given to the 

organization’s perceived strengths, opportunities, aspirations, and results. These work sessions involved 

participation by a stakeholder group that represented a broad cross-section of the department, as named and 

pictured below. 

Hickory Fire Department Stakeholders 

Andrew Dixon 
Captain 

Chad Houston 
Fire Inspector 

Jeff Hoyle 
Battalion Chief 

Matthew Hutchinson 
Fire Chief 

Thomas Oxentine 
Captain 

Brandan Daniels 
Firefighter 

Cory Lail 
Training Captain 

John Warren 
Captain 

Mervin Rueda 
Engineer 

Wes Blackwelder 
Training Captain 

Brian Lynch 
Captain 

Dylan Surace 
Firefighter 

Justin Sigmon 
Mechanic 

Shane Stewart 
Airport Firefighter 

Chad Avery 
Battalion Chief 

Brian Carswell 
Deputy Chief 

Greg Erikson 
Firefighter 

Kyle Benfield 
Firefighter 

Stephen Romano 
Captain 

Taylor Lafone 
Fire/Life Safety 

Lucas Carter 
Captain 

Jason Lowrance 
Battalion Chief 
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SWOT to SOAR Analysis 
All department members were asked to complete a SWOT analysis (strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities, and threats), to identify its positive and negative attributes. The SWOT analysis also 

provided an opportunity for the organization to evaluate our operating environment for areas in 

which we can capitalize, as well as those that pose a danger. Department stakeholders were then 

given the results of this analysis and tasked with creating a SOAR analysis (strengths, 

opportunities, aspirations, and results). The department intended this information to provide a 

glimpse of the past while looking forward to developing aspirations and results for the future.   

Department Stakeholder Work Session 
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Critical Issues and Service Gaps 
Following the identification and review of the department’s SOAR, three separate groups of 

department stakeholders met to identify themes as primary critical issues and gaps. The 

critical issues and gaps identified by the stakeholders provided further guidance toward the 

identification of the strategic initiatives, which will ultimately lend direction for the 

development of goals, objectives, critical tasks, and timelines.  

Strategic Initiatives 
Based upon all previously captured information and the determination of critical issues and service 

gaps, the following strategic initiatives were identified as the foundation for the development of 

goals and objectives. 

Hickory Fire Department’s Strategic Initiatives 
Branding Organizational Practices Staffing 

Health and Wellness Service Delivery Training 
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Goal and Objectives 
To continually achieve the mission of the Hickory Fire Department, realistic goals and objectives with 

timelines for completion must be established. These will serve to enhance strengths, address identified 

opportunities, provide clear aspirations, and address the concerns of the community. These should become 

a focus of the department’s efforts, as they will direct the organization to its desired future while reducing 

the obstacles and distractions along the way. Leadership-established work groups should meet and manage 

processes toward accomplishing these goals and objectives and adjust the timelines as necessary as the 

environment changes. Regular reports on progress and changes should be shared with the department’s 

leadership. 

Timeframe:  Assigned to: 
Critical Tasks: 
 Research and develop what is legal and ethical that meets the department’s

mission and standards.

 Update and prioritize potential media outlets.

 Develop a training program for branding.

 Report all findings, with recommendations, to the leadership team for

consideration and future direction.

 Perform a cost analysis for current and proposed outreach programs.

 Create a budget proposal.

 Upon approval, implement and move to the next objective.


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Timeframe:            Assigned to: 
Critical Tasks:  

 Create a list of potential stakeholders.  

 Distribute an email to potential stakeholders explaining the scope of 

 the committee.  

 Create a contact list for interested stakeholders.  

 Establish meeting date, location, and time with stakeholders.  

 Meet and conduct a question-and-answer session with potential stakeholders.  

 Create a committee with potential stakeholders relevant to the size of  

      the community.  

 Reuse any operating guidelines and policies relevant to the mission.  

 
Timeframe:                                   Assigned to:                                                                        
Critical Task:  
 
 Evaluate monthly and annual reports and modify them as needed.  

 Post/Publish surveys to the public to provide feedback.  

 Reevaluate the meeting schedule of the committee.  

 Report all findings, with recommendations, to the leadership team for consideration and future 
direction.  

 Make necessary changes as seen fit by the committee/team.  

 Continually monitor and improve throughout the process.  
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Timeframe:       Assigned to: 

Critical Task:  

 Collaborate with the City Planning Department and Fire and Life Safety to identify future service area 
growth.  

 Continue to adopt and utilize updated nationally recognized standards for response criteria.  

 Conduct a needs analysis.  

 Collect all supporting data.  

 Create a budget proposal.  

 Upon approval, implement and move to the next objective.  

 

 

Timeframe:       Assigned to: 

Critical Task: 

 Identify current and future mutual aid partners (local or regional)  

 Maintain current and future interoperability resources.  

 Collaborate with response partners to maintain interoperability in training and response.  

 Collect all supporting data.  

 Create a budget proposal.  

 Upon approval, implement and move to the next objective.  
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Timeframe:       Assigned to: 

Critical Task: 

 Analyze core service distribution.  

 Identify ways to cultivate qualified personnel to maintain core services.  

 Perform a cost analysis to determine feasibility of programs/services. 

 Create a budget proposal for programs/services identified. 

 Report all findings, with recommendations, to the leadership team for consideration and future 
direction.  

 

 

 

Timeframe:       Assigned to: 
 

Critical Task: 

 Identify specific hazards that require additional training for personnel.  

 Identify training needs for current and future chief officers, company officers, apparatus operators, 
airport firefighters, and rescue company members.  

 Identify outside training opportunities and resources.  

 Identify additional needs for recruit training.  

 Research and identify key department historical information for training and onboarding processes.  
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Timeframe:       Assigned to: 

Critical Task: 

 Develop training for specific hazards that have been identified.  

 Expand Chief/Company officer development through a mentorship program.  

 Develop a training program for future Chief officers.  

 Expand current training programs for current and future company officers, fire apparatus operators, 
and members in specialty service members.  

 Seek and reserve outside training opportunities and resources for all members/ranks. 

 Develop a consistent recruitment onboarding process and recruit training program.  

 Educate department personnel and recruits on key department historical information and disseminate 
historical information throughout stations.  
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Timeframe:       Assigned to: 

Critical Task: 

 Develop policies and procedures for newly identified hazards.  

 Develop policies and procedures for an officer mentorship program.  

 Develop policies and procedures for training programs for current or future chief officers, company 
officers, apparatus operators, airport firefighters, and rescue company members.  

 Develop policies and procedures to establish a consistent recruit onboarding process.  

 Develop policies and procedures to establish a consistent recruit training program.  

 

 

Timeframe:       Assigned to: 

Critical Task: 

 Implement training for specific hazards that have been identified.  

 Implement chief/company officer mentorship programs.  

 Implement training programs for current or future chief officers, company officers, 

  apparatus operators, airport firefighters, and rescue members.  

 Implement a consistent recruit onboarding process. 
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Timeframe:       Assigned to: 

Critical Task: 

 Assess the span of control and workload distribution of positions to ensure optimal resource 
utilization.  

 Conduct a thorough evaluation of existing policies, standard operating procedures, and administrative 
guidelines.  

 Identify outdated, redundant, or conflicting policies that may hinder efficiency.  

 

Timeframe:       Assigned to: 

Critical Task: 

 Identify critical areas where committees can enhance operations, decision-making, and employee 
engagement.  

 Determine which previous committees should be reinstated, restructured, or consolidated.  

 Clearly outline each committee’s mission, scope, and expected outcomes.  

 Encourage knowledge-sharing sessions where employees can discuss the best practices and 
challenges.  

 Conduct periodic assessments, including employee feedback surveys, to refine communication 
strategies.  
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Timeframe:       Assigned to: 

Critical Task: 

 Identify future budgetary demands from community growth and changes to department 
responsibilities.  

 Create a multi-year capital plan that outlines all capital needs for the next 5-10 years.  

 Rank the proposed capital expenditures based on the urgency of replacement or construction.  

 Monitor and adjust the plan to make sure the capital aligns with the department’s overall mission and 
goals.  

 

Timeframe:       Assigned to: 

Critical Task: 

 Evaluate and adjust job requirements for all positions throughout the department to establish clear 
roles and responsibilities.  

 Develop and define a career matrix with definitive pathways throughout the organization.  

 Identify and evaluate the need for position creation or reclassification  

 Establish policies and procedures for a path of succession to avoid service gaps.  

 Establish policies and procedures for consistent, formal, and expedient position transitions.  

 Evaluate ongoing position continuity and efficiency.  

  

Objective 4D  Assess the current succession plan for all positions 
department wide. 
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Timeframe:       Assigned to: 

Critical Task: 

 Review the prerequisite certification hiring processes.  

 Utilize marketing techniques to assist with recruitment.  

 Utilize all forms of social media and social media networks to market the department's mission.  

 Develop a career development plan to promote future advancement within the department.  

 Evaluate an incentive-based educational advancement plan to include degrees and certifications.  

 Report all findings with recommendations to the leadership team for consideration and future 
direction.  

 

Timeframe:       Assigned to: 

Critical Task: 

 Assess current staffing levels of all divisions to adhere to all federal, state, and local standards that 
pertain to multi-hazard service agencies.  

 Benchmark staffing parity with departments of similar size and scope for future growth.  

 Ensure personnel levels meet department service levels.  

 Report all findings with recommendations to the leadership team for consideration and future 
direction.  
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Timeframe: Assigned to: 

Critical Task: 

 Encourage open communication across all ranks while adhering to the chain of command.

 Review and enhance compensation packages.

 Evaluate and measure all applicable feedback and results from the newly revised pay plan.

 Evaluate job requirements for all positions throughout the department to establish roles and
responsibilities.

 Report all findings with recommendations to the leadership team for consideration and future
direction.

Objective 5C Increase fire department retention by fostering a 
positive environment, providing attractive benefits, 
offering ongoing training, and promoting strong 
leadership for lasting job satisfaction and stability.  
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Timeframe:       Assigned to: 

Critical Task: 

• Evaluate behavioral health opportunities  

• Evaluate the availability and status of physical fitness equipment  

• Evaluate current annual cardiovascular and cancer screening processes.  

• Evaluate the viability of obtaining fire communication headsets for all apparatus  

• Evaluate the viability of obtaining spare firefighting gear for all suppression personnel.  

• Research the viability, health benefits, and implementation of current and/or alternate work 
schedules.  

• Research and evaluate alternative agility exams for recruitment and fit-for-duty assessments.  

• Research and evaluate the use of alternative station alerting systems.  
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Timeframe:       Assigned to: 

Critical Task: 

 Develop behavioral health opportunities.  

 Develop a standard list of equipment at each station. 

 Determine alternative annual cardiovascular and cancer screening processes.  

 If recommended, develop a process to introduce and implement an alternative work schedule.  

 Develop decontamination policies and procedures for training evolutions.  

 If recommended, develop an alternative agility exam for recruitment 

  and fit-for-duty assessments.  

 If recommended, obtain and install alternative station alerting systems.  

 Evaluate the effectiveness of behavioral health programs post-implementation.  
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Timeframe:       Assigned to: 

Critical Task: 

 Implement and promote behavioral health opportunities.  

 Implement updated decontamination policies and procedures.  

 Implement updated cardiovascular and cancer screening processes.  

 If recommended, implement an alternative work schedule.  

 If viable, obtain spare firefighting gear for all suppression personnel.  

 Obtain/update physical fitness equipment for stations.  

 If recommended, implement an alternative agility exam for recruitment and fit-for 

      duty assessments and personnel success rate. 
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Vision 
On the final day of the process, the Hickory Fire Department presented a 

strategic plan vision of where the organization will be in the future if the 

strategic plan is accomplished. This is not to override the department’s global 

vision but rather to confirm the futurity of the work that was designed by the department stakeholders. This vision 

is intended as a target of excellence to strive toward and provide a basis for its goals and objectives. 

Hickory Fire Department’s 2024 Vision 
To be widely known for always providing quality life safety, incident stabilization, and property 
conservation, while embodying all core values, we will become a leader in the delivery of all-hazard 
responses and services. The futurity of our organization, this vision, will be a reality if we all endeavor 
to accomplish our goals. We will become this future by… 

 
Following opportunities to show we are forward thinking and better positioned to answer the call for 
which we exist. As we embrace the greater exploration and use of technology, we will realize more 
efficient and effective ways to serve. By broadening our department’s abilities with comprehensive 
specialized training, we will be prepared now and in the future for any challenges we may encounter. 
Through all of this, we will embrace the resulting innovation that continuously provide a return for all 
stakeholders. 
 
Illuminating our commitment to integrity, as we work toward greater efficacy through enhanced 
organization practices. Additionally, our initiatives in community outreach will bridge any gaps with our 
public, demonstrate our dedication, and further bolster our relationships. 
 
Remembering our commitment to resilience as we invest in our most important asset—our members. 
With our emphasis on staffing and succession planning, we will ensure we remain mission-focused and 
resourced with a cadre of professionals now and tomorrow. By striving to invest in the health and wellness 
of our members, we will guarantee their longevity, while providing a return to our citizens. In the course 
of these efforts, Hickory will be a safer and better place to live, work, and play, while striving to be the 
best of the best. 
 
Embracing excellence through service and remembering our history, we will always be persevering for 
future change. With this focus, together we will unceasingly do what is best for our community in all that 
we do, while striving to bring this vision to fruition. 

 

“Vision is knowing who you are, 
where you’re going, and what 
will guide your journey” 

Ken Blanchard 
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Performance Measurement 
To assess and ensure that an organization is delivering on the promises made in their strategic plan, the 

organization’s leaders must determine performance measures for which they are fully accountable. As output 

measurement can be challenging, the organization must focus on the assessment of progress toward achieving 

improved output. Jim Collins states, “What matters is not finding the perfect indicator, but settling upon a 

consistent and intelligent method of assessing your output results and then tracking your trajectory with rigor.” 

Organizations must further be prepared to revisit and revise their goals, objectives, and performance measures to 

keep up with accomplishments and environmental changes.  

To establish that the department’s strategic plan is achieving results, performance measurement data will be 

implemented and integrated as part of the plan. An integrated process, known as “Managing for Results,” will be 

utilized, which is based upon: 

 The identification of strategic goals and objectives. 

 The determination of resources is necessary to achieve them. 

 The analyzing and evaluation of performance data; and 

 The use of that data to drive continuous improvement in the organization. 

A “family of measures” typically utilized to indicate and measure performance includes: 

 Inputs – Value of resource used to produce an output 

 Outputs – Quantifiable units produced which are activity-oriented and measurable 

 Efficiency – Inputs used per output (or outputs per input) 

 Service Quality – The degree to which customers are satisfied with a program, or how accurately or 
timely a service is provided. 

 Outcome – Qualitative consequences associated with a program/service, i.e., the ultimate benefit to 
the customer. Focused on the “why” of providing a service. 
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Success of the Strategic Plan 
The department has approached its desire to develop and implement a strategic plan by asking for and receiving 

input from the community and members of the organization during the development stage of the planning process. 

To assist in the development of this plan, the department used professional guidance to conduct a community-

driven strategic planning process. The success of this strategic plan will not depend upon implementation of the 

goals and their related objectives, but from support received from the authority having jurisdiction, the members 

of the organization, and the community at large. 

Provided the community-driven 

strategic planning process is kept 

dynamic and supported by effective 

leadership and active participation, 

it will be a considerable opportunity to unify department and community stakeholders. This can be accomplished 

through a jointly developed understanding of organizational direction and focusing on all vested parties working 

to achieve the mission, goals, and vision. Further consideration must be given on how the organization will 

measure and be accountable for its progress and successes. 

“No matter how much you have achieved, you will always be
merely good relative to what you can become. Greatness is an 
inherently dynamic process, not an end point.”

Good to Great and the Social Sectors 
         Jim Collins
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Glossary of Terms, Acronyms, and Initialisms 
Accreditation A process by which an association or agency evaluates and recognizes a program of study or an 

institution as meeting certain predetermined standards or qualifications. It applies only to 
institutions or agencies and their programs of study or their services. Accreditation ensures a 
basic level of quality in the services received from an agency. 

CFAI Commission on Fire Accreditation International 

CPSE Center for Public Safety Excellence 

Customer(s) The person or group who establishes the requirement of a process and receives or uses the 
outputs of that process; or the person or entity directly served by the department or agency. 

Efficiency A performance indication where inputs are measured per unit of output (or vice versa). 

EMS Emergency Medical Services 

Environment Circumstances and conditions that interact with and affect an organization. These can include 
economic, political, cultural and physical conditions inside or outside the boundaries of the 
organization. 

FEMA Federal Emergency Management Agency 

GPS Global Positioning System 

HPD Hickory Police Department 

Input A performance indication where the value of resources is used to produce an output. 

ISO Insurance Services Office 

IT Information Technology 

Mission An enduring statement of purpose; the organization’s reason for existence. Describes what the 
organization does, for whom it does it, and how it does it. 

NCDOT North Carolina Department of Transportation 

Outcome A performance indication where qualitative consequences are associated with a 
program/service, i.e., the ultimate benefit to the customer. 
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Appendix 1 
Supporting Services of the Hickory Fire Department 

Training Emergency Dispatch Vendors 

NCDOT City Administration City Departments 

Law Enforcement Volunteer Organizations State Emergency Management 

School District CPSE Mutual Aid Partners 

Hospitals National Fire Academy Utility Purveyors 

State Agencies Community Organizations Homeland Security/FEMA 

Office of the State Fire 
Marshal 

Regional Hazmat Professional Associations 

Vehicle Maintenance Honor Guard Taxpayers 
Administrative Support Media Local Universities – Catawba Valley 

Community College 
Railroad Transportation Entities Federal Aviation Administration 
Catawba County Firefighter’s 
Association County EMS 

Catawba County 
Emergency Management 

Catawba County Agencies 



31 | P a g e 

Special Acknowledgments 
Members of the Hickory Fire Department Strategic Planning Team and the City of Hickory Fire 

Department Administration would like to offer a sincere thank you to Randy and Lorie Street, and the 

entire staff of The Hickory Hub for their kindness and generosity to our members during the Strategic 

Planning Process. This relationship exemplifies the community’s commitment and dedication to our 

organization. 




