
 
 

 

V O L U N TE E R F I R EF I G H TE R  
R E C R UI TM ENT  AN D  R E T E NT I O N S T R AT E G Y  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Prepared by  
Volunteer Alberta 

  
For 

Alberta Fire Chiefsô Association 
 

FINAL REPORT 
May 15, 2010 

 



T AB L E  O F CON T E N T S  
 
INTRODUCTION 1 

  
PROJECT BACKGROUND 1 
KNOWN ISSUES AND BARRIERS 1 
OBJECTIVES OF THE STRATEGY 2 
OVERALL APPROACH 3 
     Local Initiatives 3 
     Centralized Initiatives 3 
 
 

 

TARGET AUDIENCES 4 

  
COMMUNITY-AT-LARGE 4 
Business Owners and Employers 4 
Community Groups 4 
Residents 5 
     Women 5 
     Immigrant Populations 6 
     First Nations Populations 6 
FIRE DEPARTMENT MEMBERS 7 
POLITICAL STAKEHOLDERS 7 
 
 

 

LOCAL INITIATIVES 9 

  
CONTEXT 9 
OBJECTIVES 9 
RECOMMENDED INITIATIVES 10 

1. Involve current volunteer firefighters in planning formal recruitment drives 10 
2. Raise local awareness through traditional and new media activities 11 
3. Engage in local public relations 12 
4. Use of promotional items 13 
5. Attendance at trade shows 13 
6. Engage in regular and ongoing outreach with local employers 13 
7. Engage community groups on a regular and ongoing basis 14 
8. Reach out to recruitment audiences with targeted messages 16 
9. Regularly engage with political stakeholders 19 
10. Bolster firefighter psychological support services 20 
11. Develop a spousal support network 21 
12. Establish child care services 22 
13. Establish diversity policies for the department 23 
14. Create firefighter service recognition awards 23 
15. Establish a proper volunteer screening process 24 

 
 
 
 
 



CENTRALIZED INITIATIVES 25 

  
CONTEXT 25 
OBJECTIVES 25 
RECOMMENDED INITIATIVES 25 

1. Develop a brand for volunteer firefighting that can be used in a provincial campaign 25 
2. Undertake a province-wide awareness and recruitment campaign 26 
3. Centrally coordinate public relations 28 
4. Create a central website  30 
5. Establish centralized resources that can support recruitment and retention initiatives 32 
6. Leverage National Fire Prevention Week activities 33 
7. Celebrate National Firefighter Health Week 33 
8. Create province-wide recognition awards 34 
9. Explore Canada-wide terminology standardization 34 

 
HOW TO USE THE STRATEGY AND TOOLKIT 35 

  
VOLUNTEER FIREFIGHTER RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION TOOLKIT 36 

  
Local Fire Department Self-Assessment Tool 37 
Fire Department Climate Evaluation 40 
Dialogue Guide for Informing Current Firefighters of Recruitment Drive 44 
Volunteer Screening Process Guide 46 
Volunteer Firefighter Position Description 51 
Volunteer Firefighting: Factsheet for Applicants 52 
Volunteer Firefighter Application  53 
Tips and Hints: Interviews 59 
Sample Interview Questions 61 
Letter to Successful Applicant 68 
Letter to Unsuccessful Applicant 69 
Volunteer Firefighter Performance Evaluation Form 70 
New Recruit Orientation Guide 72 
How-to Guide: Buddy System 73 
How-to Guide: Mentoring 74 
Tips and Best Practices for Volunteer Firefighter Recruitment and Retention  75 
Letter to Dignitary Template 82 
Sample Diversity Policy 84 
Volunteer Firefighting: Factsheet for Employers 86 
Letter to Employers Not Yet Involved with Fire Department 87 
Letter of Thanks to Supportive Employer 88 
Volunteer Firefighting: Factsheet for Family 89 
Sample Welcome Letter to Spouses 90 
Family Orientation Guide 92 
Sample Key Messages for Target Audiences 93 
How-to Create Effective Key Messages 96 
News Release Template 98 
Sample News Release 99 
Backgrounder Template 100 
Sample Backgrounder 101 



How-to Guide: Media Relations and News Releases 102 
Ideas: Public Speaking Engagements  106 
National Fire Prevention Week Event Planning Kit 110 
Tips for Creating a Newsletter Which Increases Recruitment 113 
Trade Show Marketing Basics 114 
How-to Guide: Commercial Donations 115 
How-to Use Social Media 119 
Volunteer Recognition Ideas 122 
  
  
LITERATURE SOURCES 124 



  

                                                                                        

              1    

Volunteer Firefighter Recruitment and Retention Strategy & Toolkit 
Prepared by Volunteer Alberta for the Alberta Fire Chiefsô 

Association  

 

I N T RO D U C TI ON  
 
 
PROJECT BACKGROUND 
 
Volunteer Alberta was retained by the Alberta Fire Chiefsô Association (ñAFCAò) to develop a 
strategy to assist volunteer fire departments in recruiting and retaining volunteer firefighter 
personnel, along with an associated toolkit for use by departments. 
 
The Volunteer Firefighter Recruitment and Retention Strategy has been informed by: 
¶ ideas and perspectives gathered through an environmental scan of the best practices 

used by local fire departments;  
¶ other research and review of literature regarding practices utilized to attract and retain 

volunteer fire service personnel; and 
¶ translatable knowledge and expertise regarding best practices for the successful 

recruitment and retention of volunteers in many contexts. 
 
 
KNOWN ISSUES AND BARRIERS 
 
To inform the strategy, work was undertaken to identify and explore major issues and barriers to 
recruitment and retention of volunteer firefighters.  Facilitated regional recruitment and retention 
meetings were held in fall 2008, which helped identify barriers faced by fire departments.   
 
Based on these findings, primary research on best practices was gathered through interviews 
with members of volunteer fire departments in Alberta as well as other provinces and states.  
This research supplemented by a literature scan on recruitment and retention issues in 
volunteer fire service.  
 
Major issues and barriers impacting recruitment and retention include the following major areas: 

 
Employer-related ï A lack of support of volunteer firefighting by employers. Employers were 
especially unsupportive of the on-the-job time volunteer firefighting requires. 
 
Family-related ï Volunteer firefighting requires a time commitment which separates 
volunteer firefighters from their loved ones at unpredictable times; being called away from 
work impacts family income.  
 
Availability of people ï Many people work outside the community during the day; Albertaôs 
transient population makes retention difficult. 
 
Time commitment ï There are increased demands on volunteers time, and many different 
ways to spend free time ïi.e. entertainment or with family. Codes of practice and discipline 
action for missing training are necessary, but discouraging for volunteers. 
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Perceptions and public image ï People may begin volunteer firefighting without properly 
understanding the role, or the overall experience; volunteer firefighters may quit after 
traumatic experiences.  The local reputation of the fire department also may not encourage 
volunteerism.  
 
Structural challenges ï Unrealistic demands from municipalities, but low funding; a lot of 
time taken up by administrative tasks; high turnover of volunteers.  

 
Another major issue identified subsequent to the environmental scan phase is that of cross-
generational recruitment.    

 
For more information on the aforementioned barriers, please refer to the Environmental Scan of 
Recruitment and Retention Practises Among Volunteer Fire Departments, which was submitted 
to the Alberta Fire Chiefs Association on November 20, 2009 by Volunteer Alberta. 
 
 
OBJECTIVES OF THE STRATEGY 
 
The Volunteer Firefighter Recruitment and Retention Strategy is intended to help volunteer fire 
departments overcome barriers to recruitment and retention of volunteer firefighters.  To do this, 
the recommended tactics in the strategy are designed to support the following objectives: 
 

¶ Increase volunteer firefighter recruitment, including non-traditional firefighter 
demographics (such as women, immigrants, and First Nations); 
 

¶ Increase volunteer firefighter retention, including retention of firefighters that move 
between Albertan communities; 

 

¶ Increase overall awareness of volunteer firefighting in Alberta, especially by key 
stakeholders affecting volunteer firefighting (i.e. political stakeholders); 

 

¶ Provide all Albertan fire departments with a volunteer screening framework easily 
adaptable to individual communities and departments. 
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OVERALL APPROACH 
 
The strategy consists of a two-pronged approach employing local and centralized initiatives. 
 
Local Initiatives 
 
In light of the great diversity among fire departments, the strategy provides a number of tactics 
and tools that can be adapted and used by fire departments at the local level.  This enables 
each department to tailor their approaches depending on their local conditions and priorities.  
(For example, some departments may have excellent buy-in from employers, but family-related 
issues may be the major barriers; others may place a higher priority on perception issues.) The 
accompanying tools take the form of instructional guides, templates, and samples. Each 
department will be able to customize the templates and samples with the logo and slogan.    
 
To aide individual departments in identifying local barriers and priorities, a self-assessment tool 
is included in the accompanying toolkit.  
 
Centralized Initiatives 
 
To reinforce and support fire departments in their local activities, a number of centralized 
initiatives are recommended.  These initiatives are those best addressed at the provincial level, 
as they are require resources or management that goes beyond any single fire department.   
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T AR G E T  AU D I E N C ES  
 
 
There are three different categories of audiences to whom initiatives under the strategy are 
targeted: the community-at-large; members of the fire department; and political stakeholders.  
 
Several key audiences have also been identified, and specialized nuanced tactics have been 
developed for them.  These audiences include First Nations firefighters who face unique issues 
related to availability of funding and the prioritization of other community issues. 
 
 
COMMUNITYïAT-LARGE 
 
The continuation of any business, service, or group is contingent upon community support. 
Support of the community-at-large is critical to influencing key stakeholders and potential 
department members. Support from the community-at-large affects many aspect of firefighting ï 
from employer-supported volunteerism to new volunteers. Several distinct audiences in this 
category are identified and described.    
 
Business Owners and Employers 
 
Support from local business owners and employers gives a boost to fire department retention 
rates.  Although sometimes they can be focused on the bottom line of their business, most 
community-based small business owners recognize their dependence on the community, and 
are willing to give back.   
 
Communications with this group must emphasize the gains the business receives from 
employee volunteer firefighting, including training, skills, and health and safety knowledge; and 
should emphasize the opportunity to give back to the community.  It could be emphasized to this 
audience that community support is a cycle ï community members support the business and 
the business supports the community.  In essence, supporting volunteer firefighters is good for 
the bottom line of their business. 
 
The support of businesses can also be attracted by opportunities that raise awareness about 
their ñgiving back to communityò, such as forms of recognition, advertising opportunities, and 
free promotion.    
 
Community Groups  
 
Community groups include schools and other organizations such as sports teams and religious 
organizations. Making connections to community groups serves as both a recruitment technique 
and an aide in garnering support from a wide range of actively-engaged community members. 
Community members involved with several groups have pride in their community - making them 
likely candidates for further involvement in community-leading organizations such as the local 
volunteer fire department. 
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Becoming involved with community groups serves to create community connections, provides 
opportunity for word-of-mouth marketing, and bolsters the image of the department in the 
community.  There is a considerable spectrum of opportunities to engage with community 
groups, in terms of time and level of engagement.  For example, fire department members can 
volunteer at the events of community groups, or simply invite groups to use the fire hall for 
meetings.    
 
Communications to community groups should emphasize the joint benefits of working together.  
The fire hall should have an image of as a leading partner in creating a safe, well-rounded, and 
supported community.   
 
Residents  
 
A typical community resident may not think about the volunteer fire department on a regular 
basis. He or she may be aware that it exists, but unaware of the direct and indirect benefits the 
community receives from the presence of the fire department. Residents also may not realize 
that their fire department is run by volunteers.  
 
Support of the fire department by community residents is key to the perception of the volunteer 
fire department ï and therefore key to successful recruitment and retention of volunteer 
firefighters. Residents are not only a target for general awareness-raising initiatives, but also 
represent the major pool of potential volunteers for the department. 
 
Communications with residents will be aimed at increasing general awareness of the volunteer 
fire department and generating interest in being involved in volunteer firefighting. Targeted 
communications should take place to recruit both traditional and non-traditional volunteer 
demographics such as: women, immigrant populations, and First Nations populations.  
 

Women 
 

The main target for female firefighter recruitment should be women who are already 
engaged in the community through other volunteerism opportunities.  This is an indicator 
that they value their communities, and are inclined to contribute to them further.  One barrier 
that should be addressed, however, is the issue of childcare. A group of women that is 
typically actively involved in the community is stay-at-home mothers; the availability of 
childcare may be a deciding factor in their choosing to become volunteer firefighters. 
 
A predominance of male firefighters in a community may result in a perception of the fire 
department as an ñold boys clubò. Care should be taken during recruitment efforts to 
emphasize this is not the case, and that the fire hall is welcoming to new members. In this 
case, it may be important to emphasize diversity and harassment policies and actions the 
fire hall has in place.  
 
 
 
 
 



  

                                                                                        

              6    

Volunteer Firefighter Recruitment and Retention Strategy & Toolkit 
Prepared by Volunteer Alberta for the Alberta Fire Chiefsô 

Association  

Immigrant Populations 
 
Research into engaging immigrant populations in communities through volunteerism has 
shown that the main reason immigrants volunteer is to give back to the community (Canada 
Survey of Giving, Volunteering, and Participating (ñCSGVPò) 2007).  Volunteer firefighting 
can be communicated to immigrants as an important service that improves community 
safety and cohesiveness. Similar to communications to local business owners, volunteer 
firefighting can be positioned to immigrants as a way to give back to the community.   
 
Immigrants are more likely to list barriers to volunteering than native-born Canadians. One 
of the top reasons immigrants do not volunteer is that they do not know how to become 
involved (CSGVP). It is recommended that volunteer fire departments examine the 
demographics of their community and adjust recruitment efforts accordingly. One tactic cited 
as successful by fire departments is to first focus efforts on engaging a few members of a 
local immigrant population; others are then more likely to follow. Immigrant populations are 
likely to volunteer at religious organizations (CSGVP). This may be an effective venue for 
appealing to these populations through advertising, personal recruitment, or speaking 
engagements.  
 
One special concern with engaging immigrant volunteers as firefighters is that their English-
language skills must be very good.  They must be able to understand what is being said and 
speak quickly when responding to a fire. Please see the tool Volunteer Firefighter Screening 
Process Guide for screening practises related to this particular barrier. In the event that an 
applicantôs English skills are not sufficient, the immigrant may still be engaged in the fire 
department as an administrative volunteer. This would give the applicant an opportunity to 
improve their English skills, perhaps even to the level where they can apply to be a 
volunteer firefighter.  
 
 
First Nations Populations 
 
Fire departments located on First Nations face several challenges in addition to those faced 
by fire departments on non-settlement land. In meeting with Leon Smallboy (Fire Safety 
Coordinator at First Nations (Alberta) Technical Services Advisory Group), it was noted that 
some of the issues affecting the recruitment and retention of firefighters faced by First 
Nations fire departments are: 
 

¶ Inadequate funding ï First Nations fire departments are provided a set amount of 
funding dollars based on formulas established by Indian Northern Affairs Canada, 
some of which have not changed since 1990. Funding affects the ability to provide 
compensation for responding to fire calls.   

¶ First Nations may not see their fire departments as a priority because of other issues 
affecting their community (including issues related to water, the environment, roads, 
and social issues); 

¶ Other issues (such as youth engagement) related to cultural nuances. 
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It was also noted that issues relating to volunteer fire departments on First Nations are 
impacted by broader community issues.  While the initiatives in this strategy can help 
enhance the ability of fire departments located on First Nations to improve recruitment and 
retention of firefighters, success will be dependent on broader issues first being addressed.   

 
 
FIRE DEPARTMENT MEMBERS 
 
Internal communications are an important part of the Volunteer Firefighter Recruitment and 
Retention Strategy. Companies often state that it is far less expensive to keep a current 
customer happy than to find a new customer. The same principle applies to firefighter retention. 
Initiatives to ensure current firefighters feel well-supported, appreciated, and happy are 
important. 
 
It is important that the reality of the volunteer firefighter experience matches the way it is 
portrayed during recruitment. Current firefighters also need to be treated in ways that make 
them want to continue firefighting, and inspire them to assist with recruitment efforts. When this 
is the case, current volunteer firefighters act as excellent ambassadors.  Their recruitment by 
word-of-mouth advertising is exceptionally valuable and supports other external messaging and 
recruitment efforts. In this way, firefighter recruitment is inextricably tied to firefighter retention.  
 
 
POLITICAL STAKEHOLDERS   
 
The support of political stakeholders is important for the continuation of the fire department, in 
terms of financial and other support, and for the departmentôs public image.  Political 
stakeholders include the following individuals: 
 
¶ Chief Administrative Officer (óCAOô), or immediate municipal supervisor 
¶ Local municipal councillors; 
¶ Tribal councils; 
¶ Other local opinion-shapers (individuals with influence in the community); 
¶ Members of the Legislative Assembly.  

 
These audiences are concerned with the ñbigger pictureò.  They have the ability to influence 
public opinion around questions such as: 
 
¶ What does the department give to the community?  
¶ Why is the community better off having a fire department?  
¶ Why do volunteers matter to the department? 

 
A political stakeholder with a poor or inaccurate view of the fire department risks answering 
these kinds of questions in unfavourable ways, which can significantly hurt recruitment efforts.     
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As key influencers and opinion-shapers, it is important these stakeholders are well informed and 
supportive of the fire department. These stakeholders must be given reliable information about 
the activities of the fire department and provided opportunities to connect with the department 
and its volunteers. This enables them to form and relay favourable and informed opinions of the 
department. Political stakeholders are also often concerned with re-election. If the fire 
department is important to the community, it will be important to this group.  
 
It is important to note that all communication with political stakeholders should be done in 
consultation with, or through, the CAO or immediate municipal supervisor. 
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L O C AL  I N I T I AT I VES  
 
 
CONTEXT 
 
Local support for the fire department is an essential condition for success in recruitment and 
retention of volunteer firefighters.  It is therefore crucial to build local support among employers, 
community groups, and residents.   
 
The level of local support is influenced by the public perception of the fire department.  Well-run 
fire departments that are seen as ñprofessionalò typically have more success in recruiting and 
retaining more committed and desirable volunteers.   
 
Local fire departments need to undertake a series of initiatives that improve the public 
perception of the fire department.  This includes initiatives that raise awareness about the 
department; generate interest in volunteering for the department; and reinforce volunteer 
management operations in the department so that the department is ñwalking the talkò.   
 
Individual fire departments should use the Department Self-Assessment Tool to determine 
which initiatives are appropriate for their department.  
 
 
OBJECTIVES 
 
¶ Increase awareness of volunteer firefighting among target audiences, including non-

traditional firefighter demographics such as women, immigrant populations, and First 
Nations populations; 

¶ Undertake local public relations that promote a positive and realistic image of volunteer 
firefighting; 

¶ Attract more volunteer firefighter applicants, including those from non-traditional 
firefighter demographics; 

¶ Increase retention through tactics that ensure current volunteers continue to feel valued 
and supported by the fire department; 

¶ Inform current volunteers about the departmentôs recruitment campaign and engage 
them in contributing to the recruitment campaign; 

¶ Facilitate and smooth relations with local municipalities and other key stakeholders. 
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RECOMMENDED INITIATIVES 
 
1. Involve current volunteer firefighters in planning formal recruitment drives.  
 
The importance of current volunteer firefighters can not be underestimated or underappreciated.  
The majority of new volunteer firefighters generally come from direct referrals of existing 

members of the department (National Volunteer Firefighter Council).    
 
Existing volunteer firefighters should be asked and encouraged to contribute to the planning of a 
recruitment campaign. This secures a higher level of ñbuy-inò from existing volunteers; if they 
have helped plan the recruitment drive they are more likely to participate in it and believe in it.  
This also enables the department to benefit from the ideas and perspectives of existing 
volunteers and what they think will work.  It demonstrates that the department values their 
experience and views. It also ensures that the realities of being a volunteer firefighter will be 
accurately communicated to potential recruits. 
 
Meaningful involvement from existing volunteers also reduces the risk that existing volunteers 
will feel underappreciated.  A campaign drive planned and dictated from ñon highò can 
unintentionally leave existing volunteers with the feeling they are ñnot good enoughò and need to 
be replaced.  
 
The campaign should be positioned to current firefighters as helping the department gain more 
resources in order to continue a standard of serving the community with excellence. It should 
also be communicated that recruiting more firefighters will result in a better firefighting-life 
balance for current firefighters. Informing current firefighters of the recruitment drive should take 
place at a regularly scheduled meeting.  
 
An incentive program can be attached to a recruitment drive as a means of encouraging existing 
volunteer firefighters to act as recruiters for the department.  This takes advantage of the 
powerful role each volunteer firefighter plays an ambassador of the department and of volunteer 
firefighting generally. It also provides a means of involving all department members in 
recruitment. For example, an incentive could be offered for the department member who refers 
the highest number of applicants or informational event attendees.  This could be combined with 
a provincial incentive (see ñCentralized Initiativesò) that awards the department with the highest 
number of applicants or new recruits per year.    
 
Accompanying Tools:  
 
¶ Dialogue Guide for Informing Current Firefighters of the Recruitment Drive 
¶ Fire Department Climate Evaluation 
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2. Raise local awareness through traditional and new media activities. 
 
Broad-based (i.e. mass media) techniques should be used to create awareness among target 
audiences.  Broad-based activities should utilize local media that will be encountered by the 
ñcommunity-at-largeò on a regular basis.  
 
The intent of these communications is to raise awareness about the fire department and its 
important role and work in the community.  Key messages could include: 
 
¶ Fire departments create a better quality of life for the community. 
¶ Fire departments give individuals the chance to grow their skills and capabilities. 
¶ Firefighters are public heroes and community leaders who commit to serve their 

community. 
 
Communications should include a call-to-action to encourage interested individuals to find out 
more about volunteer firefighting.  
 
 

Local/Regional Newspaper Advertising 
 

Newspaper advertising is important to local audiences. According to a 2008 NADbank 
Readership Study, three quarters of adult Canadians read a printed edition of a daily 
newspaper each week. The study also indicated that Canadians turn to daily newspapers as 
a source for local news.  
 
Advertisements in local newspapers or bulletins can be used to generally advertise the fire 
departmentôs existence and role.  It should also be used to trumpet support for community 
groups (e.g., messages of congratulations, encouragement or support).  It should also be 
used to recognize supportive local employers.  This kind of recognition helps foster goodwill, 
thereby assisting in recruitment and retention efforts. 
 
 
Social Media  

 
Social media is any internet-based application that allows (and encourages) two-way 
interaction between the creator of the content and the reader. Examples are the websites 
Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube. Companies are currently growing the use of social media 
marketing to support and enhance other marketing. A survey by 6S Marketing in 2009 found 
that 70% of Canadians use social media.  
 
One advantage of social media is that the message seems more sincere ï as it is coming 
from individuals, not faceless organizations. This advantage can be capitalized on by having 
current volunteer firefighters use social media to convey the realities of volunteer firefighting 
in their communities. 
 
The use of social media must be balanced with the need to ensure it does not create 
department inefficiencies.  A social media policy should be developed for paid staff and 
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volunteers responsible for updating social media.  A sample social media content policy is 
included in the accompanying toolkit.  Volunteer firefighters can also engage in social media 
at their home during personal time (as many people do with respect to their hobbies and 
volunteerism). 
  
It is recognized that use of social media is limited among communities, including First 
Nations communities, due to cultural factors or lack internet access. The intent of social 
media usage is to spread first-hand accounts of what it is like to be a volunteer firefighter. In 
communities which do not use social media, print media (such as a newsletter) can be used 
in the same way to disseminate firsthand accounts of volunteer firefighting.      
 
 
Fire Department Newsletter 
 
Creation of a fire department newsletter which is disseminated to the community may serve 
to address issues related to the public perception of the fire department. A fire department 
newsletter could be created to inform the public about fire hall events, introduce members of 
the fire hall to the community, and demonstrate to readers the realities of involvement with 
the fire department.    
 
Department events may also be advertised for free in the Coffee News Flyer, by submitting 
the events on www.coffee-news.ca/whats-happening.  
 

Accompanying Tools: 
 
¶ Sample Key Messages for Target Audiences 
¶ How-to Use Social Media 
¶ Social Media Guidelines 
¶ Tips for Creating a Newsletter Which Increases Recruitment  

 
 
3. Engage in local public relations. 
 
Local fire departments should engage with local newspapers and radios by providing them with 
local stories and interviews related to the fire department. The key to engaging these media 
outlets is to provide them with news (facts, not opinions) that relate tangibly to the community ï 
emphasize the local angle.  This includes news releases that are issued by centralized AFCA 
public relations (see ñCentralized Initiativesò).   
 
Public relations are different than paid advertising.  Advertising is purchased space.  Public 
relations are ongoing relations with local reporters, editors and announcers in newspapers, 
radio and TV.  Building and maintaining these relationships can encourage these individuals to 
pursue news stories and other coverage of the fire department, which effectively serves as ñfree 
advertisingò for the department. 
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Accompanying Tools: 
 
¶ How-to Guide: Media Relations and Press Releases 
¶ News Release Template and Sample News Release 
¶ Backgrounder Template and Sample Backgrounder 
¶ Sample Key Messages for Target Audiences 
¶ How-to Create Effective Key Messages 

 
 
4. Use of promotional items. 
 
Some departments interviewed in the Environmental Scan indicated that ñgimmicky items é are 
effective ways of encouraging familial supportò.  Exposure of promotional items - such as 
bumper stickers, t-shirts, hats, mugs, or canvas bags ï with customized messages for 
firefighters, spouses, families, and co-workers can draw attention to how volunteer firefighters 
are key contributors to the community.   
 
Accompanying Tool: 
 
¶ How-to Guide: Commercial Donations 

 
 
5. Attendance at trade shows. 
 
Trade shows are identified by many fire departments as highly important for recruiting and 
retaining volunteers and raising awareness of the department.  Fire departments who report the 
most success in trade show recruitment are those using professional approaches and 
resources.   
 
Accompanying Tool: 
 
¶ Trade Show Marketing Basics 

 
 
6. Engage in regular and ongoing outreach with local employers. 
 
Employer support is key for successful recruitment and retention of volunteer firefighters.  As 
such, fire departments should keep in regular and ongoing contact with local employers.   
 
Communications with employers should seek to do the following: 
 
¶ Convey the importance of the fire department to the community and the importance of 

having volunteer firefighters. 
 
¶ Express how important it is that the fire department has the support of local employers. 
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¶ Resolve myths about volunteer firefighter service and convey facts in realistic and 
straightforward ways, including clearly stating the expectations of volunteer firefighters. 
Use statistics on frequency of calls to help employers understand that the time 
commitment is not unreasonable. 

 
¶ Articulate the direct and indirect benefits to the employer, including: 

o outlining the training that volunteer firefighters receive and how that translates 
into better employees with stronger skill sets; 

o noting that volunteer firefighting results in young employees establishing firmer 
roots in the community, reducing the likelihood that they will leave the community 
and the employer; 

o explaining the kinds of recognition the employer will receive from the department, 
and that will help promote their business in the community. 

 
¶ Regularly update them on fire department events, including upcoming training sessions; 
 
¶ Thank and recognize them for their ongoing support. 

 
Employers can be engaged by the fire department through a variety of means, including: 
¶ open houses; 
¶ Q&A sessions with employers; 
¶ appreciation dinners; 
¶ mailing out information packages; 
¶ direct contact with Fire Chiefs, including one-on-one meetings; 
¶ regional public relations (flyers, newspaper, and radio); 
¶ newspaper advertising 
¶ quarterly newsletters; 
¶ appreciation dinners. 

 
Accompanying Tools: 
 
¶ Sample Key Messages for Target Audiences 
¶ Volunteer Firefighting: Factsheet for Employers  
¶ Tips & Best Practises: Liaising with Employers  
¶ Letter to Employers Not Yet Involved with the Fire Department 
¶ Letter of Thanks to Supportive Employer 

 
 
7. Engage community groups on a regular and ongoing basis. 
 
Active and regular engagement with community groups can support recruitment and retention of 
volunteer firefighters in direct and indirect ways.      
 
Involvement with community groups raises the profile of the fire department in the community 
and provides the opportunity for fire halls to recruit those who are already volunteering for other 
organizations. Targeting those who already volunteer is likely to be a successful recruitment 
tactic. Ten percent of volunteers donate 54% of total volunteer hours (CSGVP, 2007).  Those 
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who are already involved in other community organizations are more likely to give more of their 
time to community-minded services. 
 
There are many opportunities for volunteer fire departments to partner with community groups in 
ways that will indirectly support recruitment and retention. For instance, departments can 
partner with community groups to provide services such as psychological support or child care.  
(These elements are discussed later.)  Partnerships can also extend to joint planning and 
execution of events in the community, which enhances the reputation of fire department as a 
professional and community-minded organization.   
 
It has been noted that community engagement may be a particularly effective method of 
garnering support for firefighting in First Nations. Fire department participation in, or hosting of, 
community events shows the Tribal Council that firefighting can be used to improve the 
communityôs overall standard of living. Community engagement by fire departments on First 
Nations should be positioned as part of a collaborative way to address other issues the 
community may face.  The Hobbema Community Cadet Corps program has proven to be largely 
successful in engaging First Nations youth in community service and may be used as a pilot 
project for volunteer fire departmentsô engagement with youth community organizations.      
 
Particular forms of community engagement which would address the barriers to cross-
generational recruitment are the Junior Firefighter and Cadets programs. Continual engagement 
with these programs will create connections with youth while simultaneously appealing to the 
parents of the program participants.  
 
Although community groups are run by residents, this group should be contacted in a separate 
manner from residents as the messages are different. Community groups should be 
communicated to as potential partners. The common purpose shared by community groups and 
the fire department (i.e., to make the community a better place to live) should be emphasized in 
these communications.  
 
Not all community groups are appropriate targets.  Listed below are specific organization-types 
(described according to the International Classification of Nonprofit Organizations) which should 
be targeted by fire departments: 
 
¶ Culture and Recreation Groups ï Sports groups in particular. Emphasize the ñteamò 

aspects of firefighting, as well as the physical health benefits. 
 

¶ Health ï Specifically public health and wellness education groups, and emergency 
medical services groups. Emphasize the ability to put existing skills to work in a new and 
exciting environment. 

 
¶ Social Services - Specifically daycare groups, disaster/emergency prevention and 

control groups, and refugee assistance groups. Emphasize the ability to put existing 
skills to work in a new environment, the opportunity to give back to the community, and 
the opportunity (for new immigrants) to become involved in the community. 
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¶ Development and Housing ï Specifically community and neighbourhood organizations, 
and social development organizations. Emphasize the opportunity to improve the safety 
and quality of life of the community. 

 
¶ Volunteerism promotion and support organizations ï Organizations that recruit, train, 

and place volunteers and promote volunteering.  Promote volunteer firefighting as an 
attractive and worthwhile volunteer opportunity. 

 
¶ Religious Groups ï Emphasize the ability to make a contribution to the community, and 

to use skills and experiences in new ways. 
 
A number of tactics can be utilized for engaging community groups: 
¶ holding ñopen houseò events; 
¶ providing tours of the fire hall; 
¶ hosting community events or meetings of other community organizations at the hall; 
¶ exploring partnering options with local community groups; 
¶ using the connections that existing volunteers have with other community groups as a 

means of connecting with them; 
¶ one-on-one meetings between the Fire Chief and the leader or senior manager of these 

groups; 
¶ social media; 
¶ distributing literature about the fire department; 
¶ including groups in regular newsletter mailing; 
¶ updating community groups on upcoming fire department events. 

 
 
8. Reach out to recruitment audiences with targeted messages. 
 
Volunteer firefighting needs to be positioned in different ways for different audiences. While 
there are many messages and selling points that are ñgood for all seasonsò, it is often necessary 
for a fire department to adjust the approach for particular audiences that have not typically been 
engaged by the department in the past.  
 
The methods of engaging audiences also should depend on the audiences themselves.  While 
broad-based media such as newspapers and radio are often used, there is much ñclutterò 
nowadays in print and on the airwaves. Specialized publications, media and approaches should 
be explored to connect with target audiences.   
 

General Residents 
  
This group includes traditional firefighter demographics which typically face fewer barriers to 
joining the fire department. The most effective recruitment of this group will likely take place 
through traditionally-used mechanisms and tactics.   
Messages that will resonate with this group include ones that: 
¶ Offer the opportunity to work as part of a team; 
¶ Promote volunteer firefighters as community leaders; 
¶ Note the opportunities for training and skill enhancement; 



  

                                                                                        

              17    

Volunteer Firefighter Recruitment and Retention Strategy & Toolkit 
Prepared by Volunteer Alberta for the Alberta Fire Chiefsô 

Association  

¶ Emphasize personal development resulting from volunteer firefighting; and 
¶ Offer a volunteer opportunity which is meaningful and has a direct impact on the 

health of the community. 
 
General promotion of volunteer firefighting at the local level should ideally involve consistent 
use of branding established at a province-wide level.  (See ñCentralized Initiativesò.)  
Promotion of volunteer firefighting can utilize this brand in several forms of media including: 
¶ Newspaper advertising 
¶ Social media and website 
¶ Trade fairs 
¶ Local billboards 
¶ News releases used in public relations 
¶ Promotional Items 
¶ Newsletters, flyers and leaflets in public meeting places (e.g., coffee rooms, etc.) 

 
 
Women 

 
The majority of volunteers are women. As such, this group may already be involved in 
community groups and through that involvement may have already experienced contact with 
the fire department. If already involved in their community, they are potential volunteers as 
they have a desire to strengthen and improve their community. 
 
Stay-at-home mothers in particular should be targeted, as they are more likely to be 
available during the daytime, when firefighter coverage is reduced. Stay-at-home mothers 
are typically involved in their local communities, but may have unique concerns about 
firefighting such as the availability of child care, discrimination or harassment. Departmental 
policies and procedures regarding these special concerns should be clearly communicated 
to this group.  
 
Women can be targeted with messages that promote: 
¶ the opportunity to contribute to the community; 
¶ the opportunity to improve the communityôs standard of living; 
¶ the opportunity to take an active role in helping ensure their children/family are safe; 
¶ the opportunity to partake in a new experience;  

 
It is important that messages to this group: 
¶ promote the openness and welcoming environment of the department, including 

promotion of diversity policies; 
¶ note the availability of services such as child care; 
¶ emphasize the level and standards of training and safety that are provided; 
¶ include testimonials from existing volunteer firefighters who are female, noting the 

rewarding nature of the experience. 
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Mechanisms that can be used to unique target this group include: 
¶ posters on community billboards in supermarkets; 
¶ providing literature at local yoga studios or fitness studios; 
¶ presentations to school councils (parent councils); 
¶ networking and making presentations to community groups; 
¶ articles and advertisements in the community newsletter. 

 
 
Immigrant Populations 
 
One particularly strong motivator for immigrants to volunteer is the opportunity to give back 
to their community. Immigrant populations also appreciate opportunities to establish social 
connections in their new communities. Volunteer firefighting should be positioned to 
immigrants as an excellent and dynamic opportunity that serves both these goals.   
 
All recruitment documents need to make clear that good English-language skills are a 
requirement for volunteer firefighting.  The safety issues involved in firefighting make this a 
paramount concern. As such, an English language skills testing process for all applicants 
has been included in the Volunteer Screening Process Guide.   
 
Immigrants with less developed English-language skills should not be discouraged from 
volunteering at all.  Instead, they should be encouraged to participate in other volunteer 
opportunities in the fire hall that are just as important, such as administrative positions and 
child care.  These can be presented as opportunities to improve their English skills, which 
can then lead to firefighting roles. 
  
Some targeted mechanisms that can be used to reach immigrant populations include: 
¶ Local ethnic publications, such as a newsletter; 
¶ Presentations to local cultural groups; 
¶ Advertising on local ethnic radio stations (if available); 
¶ Leaving literature (brochures, posters, etc.) at ethnic grocery stores; 
¶ Community engagement (especially if the immigrant group has a community 

association); 
¶ Encouraging existing volunteers to recruit from friends and coworkers that are 

members of immigrant populations; 
¶ Encouraging immigrant volunteers to recruit fellow members of their communities. 

 
 
First Nations Populations  
 
The majority of the populations in First Nations communities are young people. 
Communicating to this group is therefore especially important. A main focus of recruitment 
messages should be the benefits firefighting brings to the individual. In addition to personal 
benefits, emphasis should be placed on the social aspect of the fire hall, as this is a key 
motivator for younger audiences.  
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Tribal Councils in First Nations communities are another target audience for these 
communications. Nuanced materials should be prepared for Tribal Councils which 
emphasize volunteer firefighting as a means of enhancing community unity and improving 
quality of life in the community. 

 
 
Accompanying Tools: 
 
¶ Tips & Best Practices: Using Community Engagement as Recruitment 
¶ Tips & Best Practices: Volunteer Recruitment  
¶ Sample Key Messages for Target Audiences 

 
 
9. Regularly engage with political stakeholders. 
 
Communications aimed at recruitment targets, and other activities that raise general awareness 
(such as engagement with community groups) will typically reach political stakeholders in a 
community.  However, other tailored messages and strategies should also be used with political 
stakeholders. Communicating with political stakeholders should be done primarily in 
consultation with the municipal Chief Administrative Officer (ñCAOò) or immediate municipal 
supervisor. Communication with other political stakeholders, such as MLAôs should be done 
through the AFCA (see ñCentralized Initiativesò).    
 
Communications with political stakeholders need to: 

 
¶ Outline and emphasize the benefits of volunteer firefighting to the community ï in terms 

of fiscal savings for the municipality and province, in terms of quality of life it adds, and in 
terms of community pride instilled; 
 

¶ Demonstrate the importance of the fire department to the community through facts and 
updates such as: 
 

o Number of calls responded to each month; 
o Types of serious incidents the fire department assisted with; 
o Major achievements of the department in keeping the community safe; 

 
¶ Emphasize that the fire department doesnôt just respond to fires ï it responds to all 

emergency situations in the area; 
 

¶ Describe recent activities of the fire department that show it is a community leader 
o Note community-related work the department has participated in; 
o Amounts raised for charity; 
o Major events hosted such as open houses, etc. 
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¶ Make an ñaskò ï that is, articulate needs the fire department may have, and which would 
assist in continuing to provide the above-listed benefits, such as: 

o Spreading the word about a recruitment drive; 
o Referring or recommending names of individuals that could be approached to 

join as volunteers; 
o Lending support to the department in a particular way. 
 

Political stakeholders can be engaged regularly through a variety of mechanisms, including: 
 
¶ Personalized tours of the department; 
¶ Ride-alongs with the department; 
¶ Invitations to speak or attend special events of the department; 
¶ Regular newsletters; 
¶ Attending regular meetings of local council; 

 
It is emphasized that these actions must only occur after consultation with, and approval from, 
the CAO.  
 
Accompanying tool: 
 

¶ Letter to Dignitary Template 
 
 
10. Bolster firefighter psychological support services. 
 
Many departments report that having psychological support professionals available is important 
for retention of volunteers.  Suggested practises to bolster the psychological support offered to 
firefighters are as follows: 

 
¶ Provide information to both firefighters and spouses to prepare them for traumatic calls.  
¶ Train every Fire Chief (and when possible Deputy Fire Chief) through the Critical 

Incident Stress Management program. Firefighters who have been with the department a 
long time may also be offered the opportunity to take this course, ensuring there is 
ample psychological support in the fire department. 

¶ Fire Chiefs offer (and publicize) an ñopen-door policyò to both firefighters and spouses 
who need someone to talk to following a traumatic incident. 

¶ Where possible, engage local professional psychological counsellors as skilled 
volunteers to provide on-call counselling services. 

¶ Other sources of counsellors which may be engaged as skilled volunteers to provide 
voluntary, on-call counselling services are school counsellors, local RCMP, and hospital 
staff to assist the Fire Chief in providing psychological support to firefighters. 

 
Establishing the aforementioned support services in the fire hall will make firefighters feel that 
their health is important to the fire hall. Publicizing these services to current firefighters will be 
important in the usage of the services. If the department already offers these services, effort 
should be made to ensure current firefighters are made aware.  
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11. Develop a spousal support network.  
 
Spousal support networks have been found to be successful in easing concerns of spouses of 
new firefighters. One such support network model has been developed by the Leduc County 
Fire Department.  
 
In a spousal support network, spouses of longer-serving volunteer firefighters engage in regular 
contact with spouses of younger or newer volunteer fire firefighters. The network encourages 
the development of friendships and acquaintances among spouses. It serves as a mechanism 
where concerned spouses can find support and advice from other individuals who understand 
and appreciate their concerns. This helps secure and maintain the support of family members of 
volunteer firefighters.  
 
A spousal support network should ideally be administered by a volunteer (preferably a spouse 
of a senior firefighter) and supported by the Fire Chief. Activities undertaken by the spousal 
support network should provide opportunities for camaraderie, discussion and fun.  Some 
examples of activities a spousal support network can offer are: 
¶ Spousal appreciation nights; 
¶ Outings and social events (movie nights, etc.); 
¶ Regular coffee hours;  
¶ An availability agreement with a local chaplain or pastor. 

 
In addition to the spousal support network, a special welcome package should be created for 
spouses of new firefighter recruits. This package would contain information about the fire 
department related to issues of interest such as: safety, child care, psychological support, and 
fire hall events. This package should convey that the Fire Chief is available to discuss concerns 
the spouse may have. 
 
Accompanying Tools: 
 
¶ Volunteer Firefighting: Factsheet for Families 
¶ Sample Welcome Letter to Spouses 
¶ Family Orientation Guide 
¶ Tips & Best Practices: Liaising with Families 

 
 
12. Establish child care services.  
 
Recruitment and retention can also be enhanced by establishing a reliable child care plan for 
volunteer firefighters and their families. This serves as a selling point in recruitment efforts, and 
aids in retention. It addresses many barrier issues including: 
 
¶ Concerns from potential recruits about what happens to their children during a call, 

particularly if the recruit is a single parent, a stay-at-home parent, or from a dual-working 
household;  



  

                                                                                        

              22    

Volunteer Firefighter Recruitment and Retention Strategy & Toolkit 
Prepared by Volunteer Alberta for the Alberta Fire Chiefsô 

Association  

¶ The inability of a volunteer firefighter who has children to respond to fire calls if they do 
not have child care arrangements, which in turn places increased pressure on other 
volunteers; 

¶ Volunteer firefighters who become parents and begin to have child care needs, who 
might otherwise leave the department over child care concerns. 

 
A childcare plan may also encourage spouses to join the fire department, knowing that their 
children will be taken care of in the event that both spouses are called for a fire. 
 
Several options exist for establishing a childcare program, including:  
 
¶ Establishing child care provision by the department, using either paid staff or volunteers; 
¶ Engaging volunteer daycare workers in the fire department on an on-call basis; 
¶ Partnering with community groups (such as religious organizations) to provide child care; 
¶ Forming a voluntary support network comprised of volunteer firefighters and/or 

neighbours; 
¶ Integrated as an ongoing activity of a spousal support network. 

 
Child care can be marketed as a volunteer opportunity for stay-at-home parents and spouses of 
firefighters. It should be positioned as a way to be involved with the local fire department (and 
give back to the community) without the danger of fighting fires.  
 
The method for child care chosen by the department necessarily depends on the size of both 
the community and fire hall. Regardless of the childcare program, volunteer police information 
checks and child welfare checks should be used for all child care providers, to protect children 
and ease parentsô minds.   
 
 
13. Establish diversity policies in the fire department. 
 
Diversifying the demographics of Albertaôs fire halls has become an important issue. While 
undertaking targeted recruitment efforts to diversify the firefighter base, it is important to 
recognize that some barriers to recruitment might be overcome by implementing and publicizing 
diversity policies. These policies would outline that discrimination and harassment are not 
tolerated by the fire department, and include incident reporting and disciplinary action 
procedures.      
 
The creation of such policies is consistent with many other modern workplaces.  Implementing 
and following these policies enhances the fire departmentôs public reputation as a professional, 
open and community leading organization.  This, in turn, assists in recruiting volunteer 
firefighters from non-traditional groups. 
 
Accompanying Tool: 
 
¶ Sample Diversity Policy 
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14. Create firefighter service recognition awards.     
 
Creating a series of recognition awards at the department or regional level can be very effective 
in showing appreciation to current volunteer firefighters.  A current volunteer who feels 
appreciated is much more likely to speak positively about the fire department by word-of-mouth 
and will be an effective ambassador in recruiting friends, family, work colleagues, etc.   
 
Recognition awards can be chosen based on nominations from fellow firefighters.  Examples 
can include:  
¶ ñOutstanding Serviceò ï awarded to a firefighter, or a group, who goes above and 

beyond expectations in a specific situation; 
¶ ñOutstanding Commitmentò ï awarded to a firefighter who actively promotes volunteer 

firefighting in a community, measured by the number of referrals or recruitments; 
¶ ñOutstanding Learningò ï awarded to the firefighter(s) who has completed the highest 

level of training; 
¶ ñOutstanding Recruitò ï awarded to a new firefighter who stands out among the yearôs 

recruits. 
In addition to these action-oriented awards, other awards for length of service could also be 
given to volunteer firefighters. (For example, awards at one, three, five, ten, fifteen, etc. years of 
service with the department or other departments continuously.)  These awards could be 
handed out at an annual department-level or regional-level volunteer firefighter appreciation 
event (such as a dinner or social function).   
 
An annual regional event offers the opportunity to give awards to entire departments such as 
ñMost Learned Departmentò, ñLeast Incidents Department (safest community)ò, ñCleanest 
Departmentò, ñBest Protectorò (most firefighters per capita), etc. 
    
The community-at-large should also be involved in the recognition of volunteer firefighters. The 
fire hall could put on an annual fundraising event (such as the New Years party held by Leduc 
County Fire Services) involving ticket sales to the community.  At this event, awards celebrating 
current volunteer firefighters could be handed out, and/or recognition of retiring, moving or 
departing firefighters could be celebrated. An event such as this would not only provide the 
opportunity for the community to recognize the contribution of volunteer firefighters, but would 
also provide an opportunity to market volunteer firefighting to the community.   
 
 
15. Establish a proper volunteer screening process.   
 
Up-front communication around time commitment and expectations is important for improving 
recruitment and retention of volunteers. Clearly communicating expectations of volunteers at the 
beginning helps avoid frustrations and losses later.  (For example, a volunteer quitting after 
discovering the time commitment is more demanding than he or she initially thought.) 
 
Putting in place an effective and robust volunteer screening process is important for effectively 
recruiting, managing and retaining volunteers. The volunteer screening process can be broken 
down into three phases: pre-hiring, hiring, and managing.  
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Accompanying Tools: 
 
¶ Volunteer Screening Process Guide 
¶ Volunteer Firefighting: Factsheet for Applicants 
¶ Volunteer Firefighter Position Description 
¶ Sample Application Form 
¶ Letter to Successful Applicants 
¶ Letter to Unsuccessful Applicants 
¶ How-to Guide: Buddy System 
¶ How-to: Be a Mentor 
¶ Tips and Hints: Interviews  
¶ Sample Questions: Individual Interview 
¶ Sample Questions: Group Interview  
¶ Sample Questions: Exit Interview 
¶ Sample Questions: References 
¶ New Recruit Orientation Guide  
¶ Volunteer Firefighter Performance Evaluation Form 
¶ Tips & Best Practices: Volunteer Management 
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C E N T R AL I Z E D  I N I T I AT I V E S  
 
 
CONTEXT 
 
To reinforce the local recruitment and retention initiatives undertaken by fire departments, a 
series of centralized initiatives are also recommended.  These are intended to address issues 
that: are Alberta-wide in scope; require capacity beyond the resources of any single fire 
department; or which by their nature make sense to coordinate at a provincial level.   
 
The centralized initiatives recognize that local fire departments have limited time and resources, 
which are predominantly dedicated to running the department and responding to fire calls.  
Ideally, the centralized initiatives should be coordinated by a provincial body.  The Alberta Fire 
Chiefsô Association is uniquely positioned to undertake these initiatives as it is a provincial-level 
organization with the mandate and connections to successfully implement them. 
 
Centralized activities are intended to complement local initiatives, not replace or substitute 
them. The idea is that the centralized initiatives act as a broad blanket covering the entire 
province in areas common to all departments; while local initiatives are taken by local fire 
departments at the community level based on the unique circumstances and opportunities in 
each community.   
 
 
OBJECTIVES 
 

¶ Build a consistent image for volunteer firefighting in Alberta that is positive and engaging 
and supports recruitment;  

¶ Facilitate intra-Alberta volunteer firefighter retention;  

¶ Undertake provincial public relations that promote a positive and realistic image of 
volunteer firefighting; 

¶ Broaden awareness of volunteer firefighting among target audiences, especially non-
traditional firefighter demographics; 

¶ Enhance relationships with the Albertan government and other provincial stakeholders. 
 
  
RECOMMENDED INITIATIVES 
 
1. Develop a brand for volunteer firefighting that can be used in a provincial campaign. 
 
There is much room to improve levels of awareness in all Albertan communities about the 
opportunity of volunteer firefighting.  Many younger people may not have been asked to 
consider volunteer firefighting.  Others may not realize such an opportunity exists.  Still others 
may be from non-traditional groups who assume volunteer firefighting is limited to a certain 
demographic group. 
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There is also a lot of room to shape the general publicôs view of firefighting by ñbrandingò the 
volunteer opportunity.  The nature of volunteer firefighting also lends itself to such branding.  For 
example, an effective brand for volunteer firefighting could convey the following: 
¶ Volunteer firefighting is interesting, challenging, demanding, fulfilling and exciting ï it is a 

unique opportunity that stands out from many others. 
¶ Volunteer firefighting is not limited to Caucasian males, but is open to many other groups 

including females, immigrant groups and Aboriginal peoples.   
¶ Volunteer firefighting involved dedication and service to the community, helping improve 

the safety and quality of life of the community. 
 
Some fire departments have already developed brands that they use locally.  For example, 
Vegreville Emergency Services has used a brand of ñOrdinary People Doing Extraordinary 
Thingsò. Other fire departments have adopted a ñPublic Heroesò brand.   
 
A professional communications agency should be retained to develop a provincial volunteer 
firefighting brand. The brand should include visual and thematic components, including a logo 
and slogan that can be used in all centralized and local recruitment-related activities.  For 
example, the brand could be used in: 
¶ Newspaper advertising; 
¶ Radio advertising; 
¶ Trade show materials; 
¶ News releases; 
¶ Associated collateral (brochures, fact sheets, etc.) 

 
The brand would be used in centralized materials (e.g., advertising, website, etc.)  Ideally, 
branded materials in ñtemplateò form would also be developed and produced centrally and 
distributed to fire departments for local use.  This would enable local fire departments to easily 
use the brand in conjunction with their local initiatives.   
 
Special branding materials tailored to First Nations audiences should also be developed, 
promoting the value of volunteer firefighting to those communities in culturally-appropriate ways.        
 
 
2. Undertake a province-wide awareness and recruitment campaign. 
 
Once a brand is developed, a province-wide awareness campaign should be implemented to 
bring attention to the opportunity of volunteer firefighting.  The awareness campaign could 
incorporate many elements. 
 

Mass Media Advertising 
Mass media advertising could be coordinated centrally to appear strategically throughout the 
province.  This could include: 
¶ Billboards placed along major highways in rural Alberta, where there will be a very 

low cost-per-exposure, as many people will see the billboard repeatedly; 
¶ Advertisements through the Alberta Weekly Newspapers Association; 
¶ Radio spots on strategically selected radio stations that reach the target audiences; 
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Advertising should drive viewers, readers and listeners to a central hotline and/or central 
website where they can get more information. 
 

 
Promotional Photo Contest 
The premise of a photo contest of this sort (coordinated at the provincial level) is to allow 
firefighters to contribute directly to the campaign. Ideally, the promotional photo context 
would be held in connection with launch of the new volunteer firefighting brand. The contest 
would serves as a means of showing the full spectrum of what volunteer firefighting is about 
ï gaining skills and knowledge, making the community safe, and contributing to the overall 
health of the community. The nature of the contest would naturally highlight the benefits that 
volunteer firefighting brings to the community and the individual.  
 
Firefighters could enter the contest by taking an inspiring picture of their experience as a 
firefighter, and then filling in a tagline such as ñI am a hero becauseéò or ñOur department 
makes a difference byéò. To keep costs down, the photo entries could be submitted to a 
photo sharing site such as Flikr. Due to privacy regulations, as well as a desire to remain 
tasteful, photos involving scenes from calls where victims are visible should not be 
permitted.  
 
The winners of the contest could be decided by the central body which runs the contest or 
by encouraging members of the general public to vote on the pictures. An important 
component of public voting would be to include a link to information about volunteer 
firefighting and an application form to become a volunteer firefighter. Winning photos could 
be used in subsequent advertising and informational materials.  
 
 
Public Speaking Engagements 
During the campaign, the AFCA could also identify and engage in speaking opportunities to 
raise awareness of volunteer firefighting.  Speaking opportunities would discuss:  
¶ the value of volunteer firefighting; 
¶ the importance of volunteer fighting to Alberta communities; 
¶ successes and opportunities volunteer firefighting has brought to communities; and  
¶ the challenges associated with modern volunteer firefighting.  

 
These speeches could also be given during events over National Fire Prevention Week. 
They should seek to engage a broad range of audiences, including: municipalities, rotary 
clubs, public servants, business audiences and others.   
 

Accompanying Tool: 
 

¶ Ideas: Public Speaking Engagements 
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3. Centrally coordinate public relations. 
 
Centralized public relations conducted by the AFCA would improve the perception of volunteer 
firefighting. It is recommended that the AFCA employ one full-time public relations officer to 
conduct these activities. The public relations officer would be responsible for conducting public 
relations on a provincial level, and supporting regional public relations. Public relations activities 
will raise knowledge of volunteer firefighting through reputable earned media sources such as 
opinion-editorial columns, newspaper articles, and radio interviews. The public relations officer 
would also organize and coordinate the utilization of a recruitment spokesperson network; and 
coordinate the creation of regular newsletters. 
 
 

Earned Media 
ñEarned mediaò refers to publicity gained through promotional efforts, as opposed to paid 
media (such as advertising). Some earned media outlets are newspaper and radio. Earned 
media has more credibility than advertising in the minds of the target audience because it is 
delivered through a third-party (the media outlet), not through paid sponsorship. Events that 
have provincial reach (such as awareness weeks, National Fire Prevention Week, provincial 
recognition awards, etc.) should be leveraged in centralized earned media activities. 
 
Utilizing earned media requires several steps, including: 

¶ Media target identification - The public relations officer should work with local fire 
halls to leverage rural media (typically newspapers and radio). 

¶ Media database preparation - The names, locations, and contact information of the 
chosen media. 

¶ Media kit development and maintenance - Promotional material about the AFCA and 
volunteer firefighting. 

¶ Receiving media inquiries - The person should have training in media relations to 
effectively receive and respond to media inquiries.   

 
The public relations officer should be responsible for providing easily customizable draft 
news releases to local fire departments when there is newsworthy information about 
volunteer firefighting in Alberta. Centrally-created news releases will aide in consistent 
messages about volunteer firefighting across Alberta, which will support the centralized 
branding initiative.  
 
 
Recruitment Spokesperson Network 
 
A network of spokespersons could be created across the province.  The network would 
provide a readily called-upon, diverse group of existing volunteer firefighters who could 
speak first-hand to media and other audiences about the importance, value and fulfillment of 
volunteer firefighting.  It would also serve as a tactic for meaningfully involving current 
firefighters in a recruitment drive.  
 
The spokespeople would be selected from across the province with a special effort made to 
showcase spokespersons from non-traditional firefighter demographic groups (such as 
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women, immigrant populations, and First Nations populations) who are able to portray 
firefighting through a unique lens. 
 
A similar campaign has been conducted by Servus Credit Union to promote the ñYoung & 
Free Bank Accountò (see www.youngfreealberta.ca). While the Young & Free ñSpokesterò 
position is considered a full-time job, the firefighter spokesperson positions need not be, 
although remuneration for the spokespeople could be offered. A formal recruitment process, 
similar to that of applying for a job (including a description of personal characteristics and 
the duties required), should be followed to fill the spokesperson positions.  
 
Engaging current firefighters as spokespeople provides a credible ñfaceò for volunteer 
firefighting ï to show potential applicants the realities of being a firefighter. Activities 
spokespeople could engage in are: 

¶ Regular use of social media (for example, posting ñtweetsò on twitter.com about 
firefighter activities); 

¶ Regular blog posts about firefighter activities (see, for example,  
http://www.manchesterfire.gov.uk/our-emergency-response/firefighter-blog.aspx); 

¶ Contributing opinion-editorial articles to provincial and regional newsletters; 
¶ Public speaking engagements at community events across the province; 
¶ Public speaking to volunteer firefighter audiences; 
¶ Responding to questions from potential volunteer firefighters; 
¶ Submitting write-ups or providing interviews to major daily newspapers (e.g., 

Edmonton Journal, Edmonton Sun, Calgary Sun, Calgary Herald); 
¶ Make suggestions and provide feedback to the AFCA about future recruitment 

efforts. 
 
 

External Quarterly Newsletter  
 
Since many volunteer fire departments are supported by municipalities (which are in turn 
supported by the Government of Alberta) and other organizations, regular communication 
with provincial and municipal governments and other stakeholders should be considered a 
priority.  An external newsletter should be distributed on a quarterly basis to stakeholders 
including: the Minister of Municipal Affairs; provincial MLAs; Tribal Councils; and municipal 
governments.  Supportive employers could also be included on the list of stakeholders to 
receive the newsletter.  
 
The newsletter would provide regular updates about Albertaôs volunteer fire departments. 
The newsletter could include items such as: news about regulations affecting firefighting; 
best practices; inspiring stories about firefighters; and challenges to volunteer firefighting. 
Regular publishing of this newsletter would keep volunteer firefighting in the minds of 
provincial and local government officials. 
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Internal Quarterly Newsletter 
An internal newsletter should be created and disseminated to volunteer fire departments 
regularly. This newsletter would serve several purposes, including providing information 
about issues affecting volunteer firefighting in Alberta; and knowledge-transfer documents 
and information which aide local departments in supporting centralized public relations 
activities.   

 
 
Accompanying Tools: 
 

¶ How-to Guide: Media Relations and Press Releases 

¶ AFCA Backgrounder 
 
 
4. Create a central website to provide recruitment information to the public and to 

support local fire departments with tools and information.   
 
To support the recruitment and awareness campaign, a centralized Alberta volunteer firefighting 
website should be developed. This would be a central resource that any Albertan interested in 
firefighting would access for more information. Elements of the awareness and recruitment 
campaign (e.g., advertising) would drive audiences to the website.  The website would also 
house centralized recruitment resources. Local fire departments could also have micro-sites 
within the central website to provide department-specific information.  
 
It is recognized that the AFCA already has a website, however in a Google search for ñAlberta 
volunteer firefightingò the AFCA website is not on the first page of results. It is therefore 
recommended that if the AFCA website is revamped as recommended, search engine 
optimization be used to improve website traffic and web presence. As opposed to search engine 
marketing (which uses paid means to improve website traffic), search engine optimization 
involves altering a websiteôs content and HTML coding to increase its relevance to specific 
keywords (such as ñfirefightingò and ñvolunteerò).  This reduces the barriers to search engine 
indexing activities (that is, the process by which web pages are downloaded and categorized to 
increase the speed of search results). It is also recommended that Googleôs Local Business 
Center be used to create a free listing for the AFCA website on Google Maps.  
     
The central website would also include an intranet component that is only accessible by 
members of volunteer fire departments, which could host the following resources: 
 
 

Provincial Equipment Repository 
 
In discussions with Leon Smallboy (Fire Safety Coordinator with the First Nations (Alberta) 
Technical Services Advisory Group) about particular issues facing fire departments on First 
Nations, it was noted that many of these fire departments lack the proper equipment (in both 
quantity and quality) to be able to effectively recruit and retain firefighters and respond to 
calls. It was also noted that having inordinately old equipment (especially compared to 
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municipalities) negatively affected the perceptions of the fire department among current 
firefighters and the broader community.  
 
One step in solving this problem is to create an area of the central website where Alberta 
fire departments (both volunteer and professional) that are upgrading their equipment can 
post their used equipment as available. This should allow users to indicate whether the 
equipment is being given away or is for sale. If the equipment is available to be donated to a 
volunteer fire department, an application process or selection criteria should be established 
to create equality in deciding which departments are able to access the donated equipment.  
 
 
Best Practises Forum 
 
As found in the consultation and environmental scan process, many great recruitment and 
retention initiatives are already being undertaken by fire departments across Alberta. A best 
practises forum on the centralized website would facilitate the sharing of best practises 
among fire departments that may not communicate regularly. This forum would need to be 
moderated in the form of posing questions to participants such as ñwhat types of employer 
appreciation events do you have in your community?ò Ideally this component would be 
accessible to out-of-province Fire Chiefs as well, further facilitating the development of new 
ideas and sharing of best practices.  
 
 
First Nations Fire Department Network 
 
Consultations about particular issues facing fire departments on First Nations found that 
there are political issues which affect mutual aide agreements. These political issues have 
caused situations where neighbouring First Nations communities cannot share firefighters or 
equipment, even though the fire departments may be lacking either one. This issue requires 
work with the federal government to remove barriers to the merging of fire departments in 
the same community.  
 
One initiative the AFCA could undertake is to facilitate communication between 
neighbouring fire departments. This could be done through the centralized website by 
setting up a special forum area where First Nations Fire Chiefs could communicate and 
collaborate on the issues they face.  
 
Another opportunity to enhance communication and resource-sharing among First Nations 
communities is to use the Telehealth and Schoolnet videoconferencing capabilities 
(managed by the First Nations (Alberta) Technical Services Advisory Group) to enhance the 
training opportunities available to First Nations firefighters, especially those in remote 
communities. An approved training theory component could be conducted over 
videoconferencing, giving firefighters in isolated communities the opportunity to access 
information that previously would have taken months to co-ordinate. Conducting training 
through videoconference technology would also cut down on the costs to provide training to 
isolated communities.    
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5. Establish centralized resources that can support province-wide and local recruitment 

and retention initiatives.   
 
Several complementary centralized recruitment resources could be developed and implemented 
to support province-wide and local recruitment and retention efforts. 
 
  

Provincial Recruitment Hotline  
 
This would be a central phone number that could be cited in advertising, informational 
materials, and the website.  The hotline would be answered by a live individual who is 
trained to answer general questions about volunteer firefighting, and who can fill out an 
application on behalf of the caller and submit it to the callerôs closest fire department. It has 
been suggested that this call centre be located in and manned by the Fire Commissioners 
office.  
 
 
Provincial Volunteer Firefighter Database 
 
This would provide a centralized listing of firefighter names, demographic information, 
addresses, departments, and training accomplishments. The database should have 
separate tables for applicants and current firefighters. A user-friendly information 
management form (integrated into the centralized website as a ñfirefighters onlyò page) 
should be available to firefighters so they are able to update their information if they move. If 
the firefighter changes their address, information about the closest fire department can be 
sent to the new address.  
 
 
Online volunteer firefighter application form 
 
An online application form, built as part of the centralized website, would be integrated with 
the volunteer firefighting database.  Information input in the form would automatically be 
entered in the database, and the application would be automatically forwarded to the fire 
department closest to the applicant.   
 

 
These centralized resources would work together to make it easier for interested individuals to 
apply to be a volunteer firefighter. A comprehensive database, recruitment hotline, and online 
application will make it easy to track statistics related to volunteer firefighting and will support 
the recruitment campaign by providing a central location for information.   
 
Another advantage of a centralized database is the ability to create an automated information 
system so that whenever a firefighter changes his or her location, the system sends information 
to the individual about the fire department in his or her new location.  This would facilitate intra-
Alberta firefighter retention at a fraction of what it would cost to do this manually. Additionally, 
the system could be set up to include a tool which helps facilitate sharing training (and other 



  

                                                                                        

              33    

Volunteer Firefighter Recruitment and Retention Strategy & Toolkit 
Prepared by Volunteer Alberta for the Alberta Fire Chiefsô 

Association  

events) between regions by sending e-mail alerts to eligible firefighters when training events are 
happening in their region. Many other features and functions could be designed into this 
database which would facilitate resource-sharing and firefighter retention.  
 
6. Leverage National Fire Prevention Week activities.   
 
National Fire Prevention Week is an awareness-raising tool for fire safety and for the services 
firefighters provide to the communities they serve. Many fire departments currently use Fire 
Prevention Week as an important community engagement tool that advances their recruitment 
objectives. 
 
Although National Fire Prevention Week is already being used by local fire departments as a 
promotional tool, there is an opportunity for the AFCA to enhance the week by organizing 
provincial events.  Activities the AFCA could conduct during National Fire Prevention Week 
include:  
¶ a large kick-off event to begin National Fire Prevention Week celebrations; 
¶ a speaking tour of Alberta fire halls; 
¶ public meetings with communities (including MLAs, mayors, tribal councillors, and town 

councillors) to talk about the importance of fire halls;  
¶ professional development seminars with firefighters and Fire Chiefs to develop skills 

essential to their roles; and  
¶ other activities which raise awareness about the ways volunteer firefighting contributes 

to communities.  
 
When possible, key provincial political figures such as the Lieutenant Governor, Premier and 
Minister of Municipal Affairs should be involved in AFCA-driven events. Local fire halls should 
also be encouraged to involve local leaders such as MLAs, Mayors, Reeves, Tribal Councillors, 
and Town Councillors in National Fire Prevention Week events.   
 
National Fire Prevention Week could coincide with an annual recruitment drive, with the AFCA 
giving out prizes or incentives to departments with the most applications.  
 
Accompanying Tools: 

¶ National Fire Prevention Week Planning Kit 

¶ Ideas: Public Speaking Engagement 

¶ Template: Letter to Dignitaries  
 
 
7. Celebrate National Firefighter Health Week 
 
National Firefighter Health Week is a week developed and supported by the National Volunteer 
Fire Council, and is used to raise awareness about health and wellness issues affecting first 
responders. Although National Firefighter Health Week of American origin, it would be easily 
adaptable to Alberta, as Canadians share many health concerns with Americans.  
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A National Firefighter Health Week in Alberta could be planned to correspond with National Fire 
Prevention Week. Publicity activities could be undertaken during this week to draw attention to 
the benefits volunteer firefighting brings to the individual firefighters.  
 
The National Firefighter Health Week website contains a planning guide for each day of the 
celebration week, as well as tools for firefighters, families, and departments which encourage a 
healthy lifestyle for these groups. ñMonthly Challengesò are also available online, which give 
ideas for various initiatives departments can use to keep their firefighters healthy.  
 
For more information on National Fire Health Week see: www.healthy-firefighter.org/page/720/ 
National_Firefighter_Health_Week.htm  
 
 
8. Create province-wide recognition awards.    
 
Province-wide recognition awards should be created and awarded to complement local efforts 
(see ñLocal Initiativesò).  These awards could be based on either general nominations, or 
chosen from among winners of corresponding local or regional recognition awards.  
 
For example, one such award could be titled ñAlberta Volunteer Firefighter of the Yearò. 
Firefighters who have served over a certain length of time (perhaps 15 years) should also be 
recognized at the provincial level.   
 
 
9. Explore Canada-wide terminology standardization. 
 
Albertaôs economic growth has attracted many inter-provincial migrants. Canada-wide 
standardized training is a recommended area of investigation. If firefighter terminology were 
standardized across Canada, it would facilitate the recruitment of those who move to Alberta 
from outside of the province with previous experience in volunteer firefighting in another 
province.  
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HOW TO USE THE STRATEGY AND TOOLKIT 

The strategy has provided a range of initiatives and activities which could be undertaken at both 
local and centralized levels. The accompanying toolkit provides instructional guides, templates, 
and samples to help local fire departments in carrying out initiatives deemed appropriate for 
their community. Local fire departments should start by completing the tool: Local Fire 
Department Self-Assessment Tool, which will aide in identifying the areas where the 
Recruitment and Retention Strategy and Toolkit can help them improve.  
 
Most the sample and template tools include words or phrases which are underlined and written 
in red. These are the spaces where local fire departments should customize these tools with 
information specific to their department. After this is done, these words or phrases should be 
coloured black and the underline should be removed - no other formatting elements should be 
changed. 
 
Fire departments will notice that the templates and samples do not come with graphic elements. 
These tools are meant to be used in conjunction with a provincial volunteer firefighting brand, 
the creation of which could be part of the third phase of the Volunteer Alberta/AFCA contract. 
This phase could also include workshops and coaching support to help fire departments in 
implementing the initiatives detailed in the strategy. 
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VOLUNTEER FIREFIGHTER 
RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION TOOLKIT 
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Please rate each area of your department according to the scale below. If you rank any 
statement below a ñ3ò, use the associated tool to improve this area of your department. 
 

5 = I agree (this statement is definitely true for my fire department).  
4 = I agree slightly (this statement is sometimes or partly true). 
3 = Uncertain (I don't know). 
2 = I disagree slightly (this statement is usually not true). 
1 = I disagree (this statement is definitely not true for my fire department). 

 

Statement Ranking Find out moreé 

Senior members of the department 
members understand the perception 
members have of the department 

1    2    3     4     5 Tool: Fire department climate 
evaluation, page 41 

My department engages in targeted 
recruitment of volunteers 

1    2    3     4     5 Page 4: Target audiences 
Page 16: Initiative 8 

My department has a comprehensive 
volunteer screening process 

1    2    3     4     5 Tool: Volunteer screening 
process guide, page 46 
Page 24: Initiative 15 

My department has a clear volunteer 
firefighter position description used in 
recruitment materials 

1    2    3     4     5 Tool: Volunteer screening 
process guide, page 46 
Tool: Volunteer firefighter 
position description, page 52  
Tool: Factsheet for applicants, 
page 53  

My department uses an application form 1    2    3     4     5 Tool: Application form 

My department interviews applicants 1    2    3     4     5 Tool: Volunteer screening 
process guide, page 46 
Tool: Tips & Hints: Interviews, 
page 60 
Tool: Sample Interview 
Questions, page 62 

My department checks applicantôs 
references 

1    2    3     4     5 Tool: Volunteer screening 
process guide, page 46 
Tool: Application form, page 54  
Tool: Sample questions for 
references, page 67 

My department informs applicants of 
their acceptance or rejection in a 
professional manner 

1    2    3     4     5 Tool: Letter to successful 
applicants, page 69 
Tool: Letter to unsuccessful 
applicants, page 70 

 

 

 

  Tool: Local Fire Department Self-Assessment Tool 
  Used by: Fire Chief and departmentôs fire officers 

When to use: To assess which areas of the strategy apply to the fire
 department. Also use as a transfer document for new Fire Chief    

Learn more: Recruitment and Retention Strategy, page 3 
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Statement Ranking Find out moreé 

My department adequately orientates 
new recruits 

1    2    3     4     5 Tool: Volunteer screening 
process guide, page 46 
Tool: New recruit orientation 
guide, page 73 
Tool: How-to guide: Buddy 
System, page 74 

My department regularly engages with 
traditional and new media 

1    2    3     4     5 Tool: How-to use social media, 
page 120 
Tool: Tips for creating a 
newsletter, page 114 

My department attends trade shows 1    2    3     4     5 Page 13: Initiative 5 
Tool: Trade show marketing 
basics, page 115 

My department has diversity policies in 
place 

1    2    3     4     5 Page 23: Initiative 13 
Tool: Diversity policy template, 
page 86 

My department makes the family of new 
recruits feel welcome 

1    2    3     4     5 Page 21: Initiative 11 
Tool: Family orientation guide, 
page 93 
Tool: Sample welcome letter to 
spouses, page 91 
Tool: Factsheet for families, 
page 90 

My department conducts regular 
evaluations of volunteers 

1    2    3     4     5 Tool: Volunteer screening 
process guide, page 46 
Tool: Volunteer firefighter 
performance evaluation form, 
page 71 

My department conducts exit interviews 
when firefighters leave 

1    2    3     4     5 Tool: Sample Questions: Exit 
Interview, page 65 

The Fire Chief and Deputy Fire Chief are 
interested in the best practises of other 
departments 

If yes seeé Tool: Tips & best practises for 
volunteer firefighter recruitment 
and retention, page 76 

My department is interested in buying 
equipment from other departments 

If yes seeé Page 31: Initiative 4 

My department is good at planning and 
marketing events for National Fire 
Prevention Week 

1    2    3     4     5 Page 34: Initiative 6 
Tool: National Fire Prevention 
Week Event Planning Kit, page 
114 
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Statement Ranking Find out moreé 

My department is regularly featured in 
local press or radio 

1    2    3     4     5 Page 12: Initiative 3 
Tool: News release template 
and sample news release, page 
99 - 100 
Tool: Backgrounder template & 
sample backgrounder, page 101 
- 102 
Tool: How-to guide: Media 
relations & press release, page 
103 

My department regularly speaks to the 
public 

1    2    3     4     5 Page 15: Initiative 7 
Tool: Ideas: Public speaking 
engagements, page 107 

Individuals in my department have the 
ability to create effective key messages 

1    2    3     4     5 Tool: Sample key messages for 
target audiences, page 94 
Tool: How to create effective 
key messages, page 97 

My Fire Chief has regular contact with 
the municipality  

1    2    3     4     5 Page 19: Initiative 9 
Tool: Letter to dignitary 
template, page 83 

My department regularly recognizes and 
celebrates its volunteers 

1    2    3     4     5 Page 24: Initiative 14 
Page 35: Initiative 8 
Tool: Volunteer recognition 
ideas, page 123 

My department regularly connects with 
employers 

1    2    3     4     5 Page 13: Initiative 6 
Tool: Thank-you letter to 
employers, page 89 
Tool: Tips & best practices for 
liaising with employers, page 76 
Tool: Letter to employers not yet 
involved with fire department, 
page 88 
Tool: Factsheet for employers, 
page 87 

My department is able to get commercial 
donations 

1    2    3     4     5 Page 13: Initiative 4 
Tool: How-to guide: Commercial 
donations, page 116 

   

While this assessment serves as a guide to the accompanying toolkit, not all sections of the 
Recruitment and Retention Strategy have been identified as areas your department should 
consider. Please see the full Recruitment and Retention Strategy for additional suggestions to 
improve other aspects of the fire department affecting recruitment and retention.  

 



  

                                                                                        

              40    

Volunteer Firefighter Recruitment and Retention Strategy & Toolkit 
Prepared by Volunteer Alberta for the Alberta Fire Chiefsô 

Association  

 

 
This evaluation has been adapted from the ñTeam Climate Surveyò Dr. Lois Frankelôs book See 
Jane Lead (p. 169). Its purpose is to provide a forum for members of the fire department to 
share their thoughts about the department in a candid and anonymous way. This climate 
evaluation should be administered at least once per year or more often if the Fire Chief deems it 
necessary. When soliciting feedback of any type, it is important to: 
 

a. Ensure the anonymity of respondents. Consider having someone other than the Fire 

Chief administer and tally the responses. If you do so, ensure that respondents know the 

Fire Chief will not be reading the handwritten comments, and that their anonymity is 

protected. This will encourage honest responses and alleviate the fear of ñretributionò. 
  

b. Give the respondents time to complete the evaluation. Hand out the evaluation at 

the beginning of a regularly scheduled meeting and allocate 10 ï 15 minutes in the 

agenda for its completion.  
 

c. Let respondents know the information collected will be acted on. No one wants to 

do anything they feel is pointless. The first time you conduct a fire department climate 

evaluation, make sure you let the respondents know that the results will be used to 

improve the fire department. After receiving the results, follow up by making the results 

publicly available either at meetings, or posted somewhere in the fire hall. Finally, ensure 

that the actions you take as a result of the climate evaluation are communicated as 

such. The next time you conduct a climate evaluation, introduce it with a review of the 

actions you took in response to the last evaluation.  
 

d. Alter the questions on the climate evaluation to reflect previous results and the 

department. An initial fire department evaluation is included in this toolkit, however this 

evaluation may need to be altered based on its applicability to each local department. If 

the department has mechanisms in place which address issues the department faced in 

the past, add questions about these mechanisms to assess their effectiveness. The next 

fire department climate evaluation undertaken will most likely vary from the guide given 

based on the responses of the first evaluation and actions taken in response to the 

evaluation.  
 

e. Have the Fire Chief and Deputy Fire Chief take the evaluation independently. This 

helps illuminate the difference between what the administrators of the fire department 

believe and what the volunteer fire fighters believe. If responses between the two groups 

are similar, it tangibly shows the Chief and Deputy Chief connection they have to the 

department. If some areas differ vastly, it indicates where there is room for improved 

understanding.  

  Tool: Fire Department Climate Evaluation 
  Used by: Fire Chief, Deputy Chief, all members of fire department 

When to use: Use when beginning to implement the Recruitment 
and Retention Strategy. Use at least once per year thereafter, 
coinciding with the recruitment planning phase.   
Learn more: Recruitment and Retention Strategy, page 10 
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Anytown Fire Department Climate Evaluation 
 

Your responses to this evaluation will aid in improving the fire department with respect to 
recruitment and retention of volunteer firefighters. Questions in this evaluation will focus around 
the fire departmentôs ñclimateò ï including how we work together as a team. The results of this 
evaluation will help the fire department improve its operations, thereby increasing recruitment 
and retention of volunteer firefighters. You should not put your name on the evaluation ï all 
responses are anonymous.  
 

Part One 
 
Instructions: Using the scale 1 = not descriptive of our department, through 10 = highly 
descriptive of our department, answer each of the following questions as candidly as possible. 
  
1. Communication 
Fire department members freely consult with one another and in-depth discussions about issues 
impacting the team and how the team can be improved happens frequently.  
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 

2.    Decision Making 
Solutions to problems and decisions are arrived at through thorough discussion as opposed to 
one or two people making decisions for the entire fire department. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 

3.    Meetings 
Meetings are effective ï they are held frequently, length is appropriate, and discussion time is 
adequate.   
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 

4.    Initiative 
Everyone exhibits responsibility for introducing new ideas for solving the issues problems the 
fire department encounters. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 

5.    Standards of Excellence 
Standards used to judge individual effectiveness and accomplishments are clearly defined and 
effective forms of feedback.  
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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6.   Training and Practises 
Training and practices are valuable, and time is managed efficiently during these events.   
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 

7.   Support 
The fire departmentôs support programs and services are well utilized and valuable.  
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 

8.   Belonging 
Fire department members take the time to understand one another and make everyone feel like 
an integral part of the team.  
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 

9.   Trust 
Fire department members trust one another and openly discuss most matters. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 

10.   Appreciation 
Fire department members feel appreciated not just by the department, but by the entire 
community.  
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 

11.   Social Activities 
Social activities put on by the department are held regularly and encourage team-building. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 

12.   Critique 
Fire department members take time to give each other feedback (both positive and 
developmental) about how they are working together without ñblamingò each other.  
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 

13.   Communication with Fire Chief and Deputy Fire Chief 
Fire department members feel able to talk openly with the Fire Chief and Deputy Fire Chief 
about issues faced by the fire department.   
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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Part Two 
 
Instructions: In this section you are asked to answer five questions. Again, please do so 
honestly, but understand that your responses will be reported as written. Therefore, if anonymity 
is important to you, avoid phrases that would identify you.  
 
1. What do you like best about the fire department? 

 
 
 
2. What could the fire department do to be even more effective in improving recruitment 

and retention of firefighters? 

 

 
 
3. What is the most important general area (either those listed in Part One or your own) 

to be improved upon in the next X months? 

 
 

 
 
4. Are there any other programs or procedures youôd like to see implemented in the fire 

department? (Examples: more family events, a shiftwork scheduling system, etc.) 

 
 
 
5. What do you think is the public perception of the fire department? How could this be 

improved? 

 
 
 
 
6.   Do you have any other comments about either the fire department or this 

evaluation?  

 
 
 
 
 

Thank you for your time. Your insight is greatly appreciated.  
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Informing current firefighters of the recruitment drive should take place at a regularly scheduled 
meeting. It is recommended that this discussion take place at the same meeting the Fire 
Department Climate Evaluation is administered (see tool: Fire Department Climate Evaluation). 
The Fire Chief and Volunteer Coordinator (where applicable) should both have had time to 
familiarize themselves with the Recruitment and Retention Strategy.  The following guide will 
help facilitate department discussion of the upcoming recruitment drive. It is critical that current 
firefighters understand that they are not being replaced; that the recruitment drive will help the 
department gain more resources in order to continue serving the community with excellence. 

Background 

¶ Volunteer Alberta contracted to create a Recruitment and Retention Strategy for 
Volunteer Firefighters in response to AFCA concerns about these issues; 

¶ Report suggests several initiatives that can be undertaken by the AFCA, as well as local 
departments to improve the recruitment and retention of volunteers; 

¶ The Anytown Fire Department appreciates the commitment current volunteers have 
shown to the department, and wants input as to what the fire department can do to aid in 
the recruitment and retention of volunteers; 

¶ The recruitment drive will help the department gain more resources in order to continue 
a standard of serving the community with excellence, as well as result in reduced 
demands on current firefightersô time. 
 

Administer Fire Department Climate Evaluation 

¶ Explain that the climate evaluation will assist the fire department in assessing what 
current volunteers think about different aspects of the department; 

¶ Responses will be anonymous. The Volunteer Coordinator will be administering the 
evaluation, including compiling the results. There will be no retribution for honest 
responses; 

¶ At a future meeting the evaluation results, and possible options for action, will be 
discussed by the fire department. A plan will then be made for how the department can 
improve recruitment and retention.  
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

  Tool: Dialogue Guide for Informing Current Firefighters of the  
  Recruitment Drive 
  Used by: Fire Chief, Deputy Chief, all members of fire department 

When to use: Use when beginning to implement the Recruitment and 
Retention Strategy.  
Learn more: Recruitment and Retention Strategy, page 10 
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Recruitment Campaign Information 

¶ Inform the current firefighters of the initiatives from the strategy which you are 
considering implementing; 

¶ Ask for feedback on how firefighters feel these initiatives would be received by the 
community; 

¶ Ask if anyone would like to help with the implementation of any initiatives;  

¶ Ask if there are additional initiatives which current volunteers think would be effective in 
increasing retention in the community.  
 

Retention Initiatives 

¶ Thank current firefighters for their service; 

¶ Indicate that keeping current firefighters, because of their experience and excellence is 
also an important priority for the department;  

¶ Brief firefighters on recruitment initiatives you are considering implementing. Ask for their 
feedback on whether they believe these initiatives would be effective, or if they properly 
address the concerns they have; 
 

Ensure the firefighters know that the results of the Fire Department Climate Evaluation will be 
used to improve retention as well. 
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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 departmentôs 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 ï 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 ï 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 ñvolunteer 
firefighter position descriptionò 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 ñRecommended 
Centralized Initiative 1ò. Ideally, branded materials in ñtemplateò 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 

  Tool: Volunteer Screening Process Guide 
  Used by: Fire Chief, Deputy Chief, Volunteer Coordinator 

When to use: To develop and maintain a volunteer screening process 
Learn more: Recruitment and Retention Strategy, page 10 
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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 ï 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 ñfluentò 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 applicantsô availability, giving multiple options such 
as óweekday - daytimeô, óweekday -eveningô, and óweekendsô. This practise will enable the 
facilitation of shiftwork 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 ï they 
give the department the chance to evaluate the applicantsô suitability and provide insight for the 
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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 ï 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 applicantsô 
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 ï 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 ï 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 employersô concerns, and helps them recognise 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 Albertaôs 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 ñinsulting to be told that a criminal record 
check would have to be conducted to look into their past for public safety reasonsò (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 ï 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 ï every department member must undergo the 
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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 ï layout, location of key materials, policies and 
procedures, introduction to other volunteer firefighters and support staff; 

¶ Buddy system ï pair the new recruit with a mentor ï 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 ï 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 ï 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 óopen-doorô 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.  
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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 applicantôs suitability to ï 
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 ótoxicô to the department, an intervention should take place, 
where the Fire Chief discusses these concerns and tries to alter the volunteersô 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 ï 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 ónew eyesô may see opportunities for efficiencies that may not have been 
realized before. 
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Become a Volunteer Firefighter with the Anytown Fire Department 

You are é  
        é a team player 
        é a quick thinker 
        é a natural leader 
        é an excellent communicator 
        é able to thrive in high-stress situations 
        é older than 18 
        é ready for a challenge 

Your mission: To enhance Anytown through quick response to emergencies, fire safety 
education, and support of the fire departmentsô other activities. 

You have: 

¶ A Canadian class 5 drivers license 

¶ Grade 12 education certificate or equivalent 

¶ Excellent verbal and written communication skills. Communication testing will be 
included in the selection process. 

¶ Ability to understand and communicate in English (written and oral) 

¶ Excellent physical condition (physical tests or medical checks are required) 

¶ Current Standard First Aid and Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation (CPR) Level C 
certificates  

¶ Other requirements 
 

Your responsibilities:  

¶ Work as part of a team to respond to emergency situations 

¶ Protect citizens in times of crisis 

¶ Rescue and evacuate people from hazardous environments  

¶ Perform the duties of emergency responder, fire suppression, and public education as 
assigned 

¶ Learn the trades of emergency responder including different jobs such as hose and 
pump operator 

¶ Respond to a broad range of emergency situations including motor vehicle accidents 

¶ Provide pre-hospital care for victims 

¶ Be a community role model  

¶ Responsible for upgrading and maintaining skills/knowledge and physical requirements 
Maintain fire station and the upkeep of firefighting equipment 

Your environment: 

¶ Fast paced and ever-changing 

¶ Team-oriented 

Estimated hours: average number hours per week  

Interested? Learn more at: www.anytown.com/fire or 780 - 000 ï 0000  
Not your calling? The Anytown Fire Department has a variety of other volunteer opportunities.  

Tool: Firefighter Position Description 
  Used by: Volunteer Coordinator 

When to use: In recruitment materials  
Learn more: Recruitment and Retention Strategy, page 24 

 




