
Tips & Best Practices for Volunteer Firefighter Recruitment and Retention
The following list of tips and best practices has been summarized and compiled from Phase 1: Volunteer Firefighter Recruitment and Retention Environmental Scan, as well as resources developed and collected by Volunteer Alberta – a provincial expert in supporting organizations to successfully engage volunteers. Additional Volunteer Alberta resources can be found online at volunteeralberta.ab.ca/ resources_and_links/resources.asp. 

Tips & Best Practices: Liaising with Employers
Be proactive. Talk to potential employers before their employees express an interest in volunteer firefighting. Employers who are supportive of volunteer firefighting can serve as a firefighter recruiter by encouraging their employees to join the fire department. Communications with employers should: 

· Explain the importance of the volunteer fire department to the community – including the fact that it creates infrastructure which attracts new residents
· Explain the role of volunteer firefighters – including training, call frequency, and personal development opportunities 
· Use fact sheets to demonstrate the realities of volunteer firefighting – including the number of volunteer firefighters in the community, the number of calls per month, the average length of each call, etc. 
· Discuss and clarify the expectations of both the fire hall and the employer as they relate to volunteer firefighters 
· Give the employer real examples (localized, if possible) of how the skills gained from volunteer firefighting apply to their employees’ various work situations 

Ensure frequent, candid communication with employers whose employees are current members of the fire department. This includes: 

· Informing employers about upcoming events (both internal and for the entire community) the fire hall is hosting or is involved with 
· Informing employers about upcoming training opportunities
· Using factsheets to demonstrate the realities of volunteer firefighting – including the number of volunteer firefighters in the community, the number of calls per month, the average length of each call, etc. 
· Discussing and clarifying the expectations of both the fire hall and the employer as they relate to volunteer firefighters 
· Publicizing that the Fire Chief or Deputy Fire Chief is available to talk to employers (if the Fire Chief/ Deputy Fire Chief has limited office hours, ensure the hours are publicized) 
· Writing meaningful and timely letters of thanks to the employer at various times throughout the year, and conducting an annual employer appreciation event 
· Giving employers free advertising by including the business name/logo on some fire department advertising materials 

If the department has enough firefighters, use a shift work system which tries to accommodate the firefighters work schedules. Inform employers about this possible option, framing it as a tool that helps employers maintain the constancy of their employee base. This may encourage employers to support volunteer firefighting more actively. 

Use an employer welcome package when a business’ employee joins the fire department to ensure the employer has accurate information about volunteer firefighting. 

Have a designated employer liaison (or several) at the fire hall. This may be the Fire Chief, or it may be a committee of volunteer firefighters. Establish duties for the liaisons; including greeting employers, making introductions and making efforts to ensure their active involvement at events. 

Ensure the business benefits from employee volunteerism by publicly recognizing supportive employers through: 

· Signage and logo placement at events 
· Advertising in fliers, coffee readers, and other fire hall publications 
· Plaques of recognition 
· Thanking employers biannually in the community newspaper or local radio 
· Allow supportive employers to make a brief statement at department events about their support for volunteer firefighters. Rotate this privilege to ensure that this is not the same employer at every event. 

Tips & Best Practices: Liaising with Families
Embrace family members as part of the department’s “extended family” by including them in events, helping family members meet each other and develop friendships, having family-inclusive events, and recognizing the need to make allowances for familial commitments. 

Facilitate and promote a departmental child care plan – this may be an opportunity to recruit spouses and family members as volunteers for the fire department. 

Reassure families (especially spouses) of the safety of their loved ones through: 

· Welcome packages & family orientation events 
· Ongoing information packages and updates 
· An open-door policy for families to discuss concerns and issues 
· A spousal support network where spouses can discuss their experiences with, and concerns about, volunteer firefighting 
· Engaging entire families in the fire department by considering them for committees such as event planning committees. Children can be engaged at these events by helping to organize or run various activities 

Tips & Best Practices: Volunteer Management
Establish a Volunteer Appreciation Committee of 3 – 5 people who assist the Volunteer Coordinator with volunteer appreciation (and therefore retention). 

State the expectations the fire department has of its firefighters upfront during the interview process. 

Use a “buddy” or mentor system to orient new recruits to the fire department 
Communicate that there are other volunteer opportunities with the fire department besides firefighting – including childcare and administrative positions – in the event that the volunteer feels firefighting is not for him or her. If an applicant does not seem to be the right “fit” for the department, refer him or her to other volunteer opportunities within the community – this will help establish relationships with other community groups. 

Use agendas for meetings and circulate them (and the accompanying materials) beforehand. This demonstrates that the Fire Chief is prepared for the meetings, gives firefighters the opportunity to think about the topics beforehand, and helps identify when meetings are not needed. For example, if there is only one agenda item, and it is not time-sensitive, it is a better use of volunteer’s time to cancel the meeting and discuss the item at the next meeting. Put important issues early in the agenda to allow people to deal with the item while they are “fresh”. 

If meetings last for more than one hour, schedule a 5 – 10 minute break every hour to allow attendees to recharge, check their e-mail/phone calls, etc. Set a time limit for meetings and stick to it; this shows you respect the volunteer’s commitment to be there and acknowledge that their time is valuable. Consider this time limit when creating the agenda and scheduling meetings. Also assign a time limit (or estimate) to each agenda item. Time budgeting takes practice – inform volunteers that you may initially over- or under-estimate the amount of time any agenda item will take, but that in the long run time budgeting will improve the efficiency of the meetings. 

Assign the following roles to individuals (these responsibilities could be rotating to make every volunteer feel included): 
· Time keeper (duty is to observe the time and compare it to the agenda. If the time spent on any particular agenda item exceeds the budgeted time, this individual must wrap up the discussion and table the item until a later date). 
·  Scribe (record comments and discussion, this individual generally does not take part in the discussion so it may be worthwhile to recruit a scribe from outside of the fire department).
· Facilitator (this may also be the chair – role is to facilitate discussion by introducing topics and keeping discussion and comments on topic. The facilitator should also encourage comments from everyone and not allow one person to dominate the discussion). 

Try to individualize the roles and responsibilities of volunteers to their interests and areas of expertise. 

Schedule training and recognition events with other fire departments in the region. In the Recruitment and Retention Strategy, it was recommended that the AFCA develop an intranet for Fire Chiefs – this could be used as a tool for connecting to fire departments in the region to organize group training events. 

Let firefighters know they are appreciated. If the department receives compliments or thank-you notes, ensure that the firefighters are aware of this – if it is a card, post it in the hall. If it is an e-mail or given verbally, tell the firefighters at the next meeting. 

Conduct regular climate surveys (see tool: Fire Department Climate Evaluation) to encourage a culture of continuous improvement and to ensure that volunteers feel well-supported by the department. Establish and maintain volunteer firefighter monitoring and evaluation systems. 

Hold events for volunteers and firefighters that don’t revolve around firefighting, but instead build a team atmosphere. 

Tips & Best Practices: Using Community Engagement as Recruitment
Position members of the fire department as community leaders and role models in communications (especially earned media activities). 
Conduct targeted engagement with select community groups as detailed in the Recruitment and Retention Strategy. Let community groups hold meetings in the fire hall to help create connections between community groups. 

Have “open house” events which help the community understand the role of firefighters 

Attend trade fairs with professional materials in hand – give visitors an experiential understanding of the fire hall by letting them interact with firefighters, giving demonstrations, and providing written information (which directs interested individuals to the AFCA website for more information and to apply to be a firefighter). 

Use formal speaking engagements to demonstrate the professionalism of the department. 

Tips & Best Practices: Volunteer Recruitment
Set an annual department-specific volunteer recruitment goal. 

Appoint someone as a Volunteer Coordinator. This individual may not necessarily be a volunteer firefighter, but would be in charge of recruitment and retention of volunteers. 

Establish a Volunteer Recruitment Committee of 3 – 5 people to assist the Volunteer Coordinator with recruitment. 

Engage in targeted recruitment of those already involved in other community groups. The 2007 Canada Survey of Giving, Volunteering, and Participating indicates that 78% of all volunteer hours come from 25% of the volunteers. Ensure that time commitment and role responsibilities are clearly communicated in recruitment materials. Obtain written permission to communicate with applicants employers to assess supportiveness before accepting the applicant. 

Highlight that there are a variety of volunteer opportunities with the fire department – including administrative and childcare roles. This will encourage those who are not interested in volunteer firefighting to apply for involvement with the fire department and ease the time commitment of other volunteers. 

Show the realities of volunteer firefighting by asking volunteer firefighters to be spokespeople in your community. This includes the use of social media (such as Facebook, Twitter, or YouTube) to 
document and share what it is like to be a volunteer firefighter. 
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