Volunteer Recognition Ideas

An effective volunteer program acknowledges volunteers throughout the year by providing meaningful recognition on an ongoing basis. Appreciation encourages volunteers as it lets them know that the time they spend at the fire department is appreciated and that their accomplishments are important to the department. 

A common mistake is thinking that giving volunteer money is the only way of showing them recognition. Often non-monetary rewards such as praise and recognition are more meaningful to the volunteer than money. 

Everyone likes to be recognized in different ways. As such, during the beginning of the volunteer’s involvement with the fire department, the Fire Chief or Volunteer Coordinator should make a point of asking the volunteer how he or she likes to be recognized. Recognition should happen internally within the fire department and also externally during events the community can attend. 

External Recognition Ideas 

· Host a community supper – which firefighters and family attend for free, and community members pay to attend. Feature live entertainment at this event and recognize the contributions the firefighters make to the community (through speeches by the mayor or other political stakeholders); 
· Biannual community newsletter about the volunteer fire department profiling the activities of the department and of the individuals (also make sure to thank supportive employers in this newsletter); 
· Biannual fire department appreciation advertisement in the local newspaper (include a thank-you to supportive employers); 
· Fire Service Recognition Awards ceremony that community members can attend; 
· Hang banners around the community thanking both volunteer firefighters, families, and supportive employers; 
· Sandwich boards (also known as a-frames) displaying the names of volunteer firefighters on Main Street;
· Ensure that your community thanks its volunteer firefighters as part of National Volunteer Week celebrations; 
· Encourage the local newspaper to profile volunteer firefighters throughout the year. 

Internal Recognition Ideas 

· Informally verbally recognize and thank volunteers often. It’s easy to get caught up in the day-to-day business of running the fire hall, but one of the most important aspects of volunteer recognition is regularly, and informally, telling volunteers that they’ve done good work. This could take place after an emergency response, after reviewing someone’s work, or at a departmental meeting; 
· Share praise of the fire department which comes from members of the community; 
· Conduct regular performance evaluations; 
· Thank-you cards for both the family and the volunteer firefighter. Hint: writing the cards by hand conveys more appreciation than type-written cards, as it shows you’ve taken the time to write them; 
· Fire Service Recognition Awards ceremony only for family and firefighters; 
· Choose a “firefighter of the month” and write about them in a fire department or community newsletter. Don’t tell the firefighter they are being chosen; instead, ask for information for the write-up from their friends and family. To reward the firefighter, have a special parking spot for the firefighter of the month. 
· Obtain discounts or “perks” for volunteer firefighters from local businesses (see tool: Fundraising How-to Guide); 
· Appreciation breakfasts and dinners for firefighters and/or family members;
· Give SWAG (“stuff we all get”) and promotional items to firefighters and their families; 
· Conduct spontaneous draws for prizes at fire hall events (such as training, meetings, etc.) 
· Motivational speakers, or entertainment nights specifically for members of the fire hall;
· Start a firefighter baseball, softball, soccer, or football team to encourage bonding; 
· Say “please” and “thank-you”. Thank those who come to meetings and practises, and always use “please” when making requests. 

Volunteer Firefighter Recruitment and Retention Strategy & Toolkit 

Prepared by Volunteer Alberta for the Alberta Fire Chiefs’ Association 
2

