
Volunteer Screening Process Guide
The volunteer screening process can be broken down into three phases: pre-hiring, hiring, and managing. Additional information on volunteer screening can be found at: volunteeralberta.ab.ca/screening. 

PRE-HIRING PROCESS 
1. Determine the risk 
In this phase, the volunteer fire department must ask itself several questions to help in the volunteer recruitment process. These questions will help the department determine its volunteer needs. 

· What are the needs of your community? (i.e. Are there more calls for house fires or field fires? How often are calls received?) 
· What are the department’s existing capabilities (or capacity)? Do these capabilities meet the needs of the community? 
· What capabilities should the department improve on? (Think beyond responding to fire calls – does the department need more administrative personnel? Is someone who can speak to school groups or political bodies needed in the department?) 
· Write a clear position description – Volunteers leave when they misunderstand the role, or have different expectations than what it turns out to be. Issues such as these indicate that clear and honest volunteer position descriptions are necessary and need to be shared with the volunteers upfront. 

2. Write a clear position description 
In all recruitment materials, both the time commitment and other expectations of volunteer firefighters must be clearly communicated. This can be accomplished by engaging volunteer firefighters as spokespeople and by using social media as a recruitment tool. Open and regular communication of the realities of volunteer firefighting will result in applicants who understand and handle the role of a volunteer firefighter. 

Not everyone is well-suited to the role of volunteer firefighter. Recruitment documents should be similar to those for a paid position and should also include a position description which lists the characteristics, attributes, and skills required of volunteer firefighters. Please see the “volunteer firefighter position description” in the accompanying toolkit. 

Recruitment documents, including informational brochures and factsheets, could be developed on a centralized level as part of the branding materials suggested in “Recommended Centralized Initiative 1”. Ideally, branded materials in “template” form would be developed and produced centrally and distributed to fire departments for local use. 

3. Establish a formal recruitment process 
Volunteer fire departments will have greater long-term success in recruiting and retaining a solid volunteer base if a formal recruitment process is established and followed. This recruitment 

process could be similar to that of recruiting an employee as the time invested in, and expectations of, the firefighter are paramount to what an employer would expect. 

The Environmental Scan found that small fire departments felt that they could not afford to turn away any applicant; however, this practise contributes to an unhealthy volunteer base – where volunteers are unwilling or unable to fulfill the expectations of volunteer firefighting. Successful practises for screening volunteers, as reported in the Environmental Scan, include: 

· Application form & information sheet; 
· Interviews with the Fire Chief; 
· Interviews with the entire fire department; 
· Letters of recommendation (or reference checks);
· Criminal record checks; 
· Signing waivers; 
· Written tests and/or physical tests. 

It has been noted that English language skills are very important for volunteer firefighters and as such, must be included in the screening process. The accompanying Application Form tool includes a section where all applicants rate their English language skills. This skill level may be confirmed through a pre-screening interview conducted over the telephone. A selection of the following tests could be developed centrally by the AFCA or AEMA, and implemented as a part of the volunteer screening process which applicants with English skills lower than “fluent” must complete: 

· Alberta Communication Test 
·  English language skills assessment tests, which can be completed through either the Catholic Social Services Language and Vocational Assessment program, or some Community Adult Learning Councils; 

During interviews, repeat questions exactly as asked, but do not rephrase the question to assess comprehension skills. 

HIRING PROCESS 
1. Use an application form 
Use an application form to collect general information, such as name, address, experience, and schooling. See tool: Volunteer Firefighter Application Form. 
The application form could also ask for the applicants’ availability, giving multiple options such as ‘weekday – daytime’, ‘weekday–evening’, and ‘weekends’. This practise will enable the facilitation of shift work for volunteer firefighters, identified in the Environmental Scan as a practise which increased retention. 

2. Conduct Interviews 
Interviews are an important part of the volunteer firefighter applicant screening process – they give the department the chance to evaluate the applicants’ suitability and provide insight for the 

applicant about the reality of volunteer firefighting. Having a standardized interview form is also recommended. Results should be recorded and kept in a personnel folder for each individual, along with their other application documents. 

Conducting multiple interviews has been established as an effective means of volunteer screening. Interviews should take place first with the Fire Chief – to determine if the applicant has, or can obtain, the necessary skills to be an asset to the fire department. One of the best practises in fire departments that were able to successfully retain firefighters was to tailor the volunteer opportunity to the skills and interests of the volunteer. Probing into the applicants’ interests and skills helps establish that the department is interested in working collaboratively with the individual. 

If the applicant is successful in the first interview, a second interview should be conducted with senior members of the fire department. This should be an informal interview focusing on whether the applicant will work well with existing department members – areas of questioning could revolve around personality, work ethic, involvement with other community organizations, etc. Please see the Sample Questions in the accompanying toolkit. 

3. Follow-up with references 
The applicant should be asked to provide at least two references – one of these should be a current employer (when possible). Requiring an employer to be a reference will allow the fire department to determine how the applicant conducts himself/herself in a professional setting as well as provides the employer an opportunity to ask questions about the duties and expectations of volunteer firefighters. It has been demonstrated that regular consultation with employers aids in high retention rates, as it eases employers’ concerns, and helps them recognize the importance of volunteer firefighting to the community. A standardized reference check form (see tools: Application Form and Questions for References) should be created and used and results of reference checks recorded and stored in a personnel folder. 

4. Request a police record check and medical or physical examination 
As individuals who are traumatized after a fire or accident are vulnerable individuals, at risk for abuse by those in positions of power, a police information check should be done for every volunteer firefighter. If a comprehensive volunteer screening process (such as this one) is in place at a fire department, the cost of volunteer police information checks may be covered by the Government of Alberta under Volunteer Alberta’s Volunteer Police Information Check Program (VPICP) in communities where a fee is charged for this service. For more information about this program, see http://voan.volunteeralberta.ab.ca. 

It is important to note that many immigrants feel it is “insulting to be told that a criminal record check would have to be conducted to look into their past for public safety reasons” (Chaisson and Morel). In its research, Volunteer Alberta has found that many immigrants feel that going into a police station for a police record check is intimidating. This builds a strong case for ensuring all volunteers know the purpose of the police information check – to help protect the individuals the department is trying to help. It is important that immigrants know they are not being singled out for police information checks – every department member must undergo the checks. In interviews, immigrants noted that having someone go with them to the police station to support them through the process is helpful and makes them feel comfortable. 

A process should be in place to review police information checks that come back not cleared. This process should be developed by the AFCA, and should detail situations in which an applicant whose police information check is not cleared could be engaged in the department doing other tasks. 
Convicted felons and other individuals who pose a risk to the fire department should not be engaged as administrative volunteers. Each department must have one individual who is responsible for administering the volunteer police information checks and liaising with applicants while they are undergoing this process. This individual must be well aware of the centrally-created policies regarding engaging applicants whose police information checks come back not cleared. 

Other checks specific to the volunteer position should also be utilized. For example, a child welfare check should be utilized when a volunteer is administering the child care program. 
In order to ensure the safety of both the applicant and the rest of the fire department, a medical examination may be requested in the absence of physical tests. If the department currently has a physical test process in place, a medical examination is unnecessary. The medical or physical examination should ensure that the applicant is in good enough physical health to safely fight fires. If an applicant is not in good enough physical condition to safely be a volunteer firefighter, he or she should still be engaged in the department by doing administrative tasks. 

MANAGING VOLUNTEERS 
1. Conduct an orientation and training session 
Training is an important part of any volunteer-engaging program, especially volunteer firefighting. Once an applicant has been accepted as a volunteer firefighter, a multi-step orientation should take place, consisting of: 

· Orientation to the department – layout, location of key materials, policies and procedures, introduction to other volunteer firefighters and support staff; 
· Buddy system – pair the new recruit with a mentor – someone to help them along, answer any questions, and generally help the recruit feel welcome in the department. The roles of these two individuals should be as similar as possible; 
· Spousal Support – Spousal support was cited as a major obstacle to volunteer firefighter recruitment and retention. As the volunteer begins work at the volunteer fire department, when necessary a spousal support mentor should be offered to the spouse of the volunteer as a means of easing any concerns the spouse may have. Effort should also be made during this time to involve the spouse in the operation of the fire department; 
· Safety training; 
· Role-specific training – for a firefighter this would consist of Lakeland College Emergency Training, for an administrative volunteer, this would consist of training regarding any administrative duties not taught by the mentor; 
· Throughout the orientation, the Fire Chief should maintain an ‘open-door’ policy, allowing the new recruit to discuss any questions or concerns he/she may have. It is also important to keep records and information about all firefighters in their personnel file. 

2. Supervise and evaluate 
The buddy system is one form of supervision. After an initial probationary period (perhaps three months, or until the mentor has transferred enough knowledge to the applicant), the mentor should evaluate the new recruit. This evaluation should focus on the applicant’s suitability to – and skill concerning - the assigned role, and additional training or information which the applicant may need to receive. If the buddy feels that the individual is not enjoying his/her role, or for other reasons may become ‘toxic’ to the department, an intervention should take place, where the Fire Chief discusses these concerns and tries to alter the volunteers’ role so as to keep the volunteer still actively engaged with the department. 

On top of the probationary period created by the buddy system, a general probationary period could be instituted as well, with formal performance evaluation done by the Fire Chief. Standardized forms should also be used in this process and results recorded. 

Volunteer hours for all volunteers should be tracked, both for evaluation and grant-application purposes. There are several ways to keep track of volunteer hours including: 

· Record all volunteer hours in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. Enter all recorded volunteer hours into this spreadsheet; 
· Have a sign-in sheet at meetings and training events requiring a signature and record the length of time of the meeting or training event; 
· Record all volunteers present at an emergency response and the length of time the response took; 
· To record volunteerism at the fire hall, have volunteers write down what they did and have a witness sign the volunteerism record. 

3. Follow-up with new recruits 
Direct and open contact between new recruits and the Fire Chief should be maintained, especially throughout the probationary period. This contact should be two-way in nature – the Fire Chief should ensure that the new recruit is satisfied with the volunteer experience, and the new recruit should be consulted for feedback in regard to the processes and structure of the fire department as the ‘new eyes’ may see opportunities for efficiencies that may not have been realized before. 
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