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OVERVIEW  
 

VFIS Education, Training and Consulting (ETC) was contracted by the Firemenôs Association of the 

State of Pennsylvania (FASP) to develop a ñStrategic Plan for Recruitment and Retentionò for its Fire 

and Emergency Medical Service Community.  VFIS ETC was the contractor for a similar nationwide 

initiative for the National Volunteer Fire Council (NVFC) and the United States Fire Administration 

(USFA) in 2006.   

 

The objective of the project can be summarized by defining the expected project deliverable. The final 

submitted strategic plan to recruit and retain fire and emergency medical personnel within the state of 

Pennsylvania will include initiatives to accomplish the following: 

¶ Preserve the volunteer component of the fire service. 

¶ Provide recommendations for retaining and recruiting volunteer members. 

¶ Halt the decline of volunteers within the state and improve the retention rates (department 

specific and regionally). 

¶ Educate the community and the firefighters to realize that they are at risk and that recruiting 

and retaining firefighters would benefit the fire service. 

¶ Increase the number of certified, trained and competent emergency responders within the state 

and define the benefit to the fire department and the community. 

¶ Support each community in developing a needs assessment for the organization, providing 

training resources to conduct the needs assessment in the individual departments. 

¶ Ensure that the plan will recruit members of racial and ethnic minority groups and women. 

¶ Reference local, regional and state-wide approaches to the problem. 

¶ Discuss any current benefits that are available. 

¶ Reference any legislation to provide incentives to continue membership. 

¶ Provide material to the individual departments to customize the program to meet their needs. 

 

 

Ephrata Volunteer Fire Company uses billboards 

along highways as a recruitment tool 
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The project was funded by a SAFER (Staffing for Adequate Fire and Emergency Response) grant. 

 

An extensive data gathering initiative was undertaken to obtain project input from all aspects of the 

stateôs related groups including: 

¶ FASP Executive Leadership Team 

¶ FASP Committees 

¶ Fire Chiefs, Presidents, and Officers of Pennsylvania Fire/EMS Agencies 

¶ County Associations 

¶ Fire Police 

¶ Auxiliaries 

¶ Elected Officials 

¶ Business Community 

¶ Other Interested Individuals and Organizations 

 

The information received is captured within this document.  It was quickly determined that the 

Pennsylvania status regarding emergency service recruitment and retention was not dissimilar to the 

nationwide situation. 

 

Recruitment and retention of volunteers have become major concerns of the volunteer emergency 

response community in America.  The numbers tell the story.  Only a decade ago, there were over one 

million volunteer firefighters nationwide.  These numbers dropped to 800,000, fluctuating up and 

down.  For some time, the United States Fire Administration has had a document available (Recruiting 

and Retaining Volunteer Emergency Service Personnel) regarding recruitment and retention of 

volunteer firefighters that provides excellent general guidance.  However, as time goes by, you must 

change how you approach recruiting and retaining members based on local conditions.
1
 

 

The nationwide research resulted in four key ñfindings statementsò that must be understand before 

approaching the issues of recruitment and retention. 

1. Recruitment and retention are LOCAL problems. 

Á The needs, leadership and challenges are all local. 

2. Recruitment is MARKETING, and you must market ALL  THE TIME. 

Á A needs assessment is critical to making sure you invest your time appropriately. 

3. You need to know what your members want as benefits before you choose INCENTIVES.
2
 

4. Effective LEADERSHIP is critical to success. 

                                                      
1 Jenaway, William F., ñRecruitment and Retention for 21st Century Emergency Services; VFIS News, Vol. 7, No.2., 2007, 

Page 1. 
2Jenaway, William F., ñRecruitment and Retention for 21st Century Emergency Services; VFIS News, Vol. 7, No.2., 2007, 

Page 1. 
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The same issues were found to be true in Pennsylvania! 

LEADERSHIP  emerged as a prominent issue as to why volunteers stay or leave.  Leadership was 

characterized as an art, a science, and a style.  Good leadership adds a third dimension and involves 

going beyond doing things the way theyôve always been done.  This study found that effective leaders 

look beyond the numbers and set the direction for the organization.  They integrate doing business with 

the whys, whats, wheres, hows and whens; establishing a long-term vision and working toward that 

vision. 

The national (USFA) project and resulting text also featured research conducted by the Public Safety 

and Environmental Protection Institute of Philadelphia-based St. Josephôs University, part of its 

Graduate Program in Public Safety.  The research better defined the reasons fewer people volunteer 

their time to organizations such as volunteer emergency service agencies.  The following list identifies 

why members are leaving: 

¶ poor leadership 

¶ a lack of time 

¶ too much time involved with fundraising  

¶ health and medical problems 

¶ family responsibility 

¶ volunteering no longer being relevant to the members 

¶ relocation 

¶ other interests 

¶ competing demands (work, family, school, sports, etc.) 

¶ a problematic organization 

¶ the fact that no one asked them to stay
3
 

¶ personality conflicts 

Again the same issues were found to be true in Pennsylvania! 

Retention issues are not only individual, they can be by group, and may be local issues.  While 

volunteer emergency responders typically join to help others, over time new factors enter into why 

they stay.  In fact, today benefits play a significant role in why and how long members stay.  Research 

from St. Josephôs University found the following types (noted below) of retention programs worked; 

however, what worked in one community did not necessarily work in a neighboring community, 

reinforcing that recruitment and retention are local issues. 

Again, you will need to poll local personnel to determine reasons members no longer volunteer. 

Some of the techniques used successfully as ñbenefitsò include: 

¶ a simple thank you 

¶ direct monetary incentives, e.g., pay per call, length of service awards, and retirement programs 

¶ indirect monetary incentives, such as free or discounted passes to local functions, events, and 

activities, meals, gift certificates, trips, conventions, paid event participation 

¶ recognition, e.g., news articles, uniforms, and awards 

                                                      
3 Ibid, page 2. 
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In addition, you should have to poll members who have left your Emergency Service Organization 

(ESO) to determine their true reasons for leaving. 

 

What makes people stay involved?  Much of the ability to retain people centers on motivating 

members through a shared VISION.  Our research found that this is facilitated effectively in many 

cases when the emergency service organization can: 

¶ accommodate individual needs, 

¶ provide rewards and recognition, 

¶ provide adequate supervision and leadership, and 

¶ challenge members 

 

All of these key points require LEADERSHIP .
4
 

 

Time was spent with Pennsylvania Fire and Emergency Medical Service (EMS) Personnel to discuss 

the types of initiatives being undertaken and the successes and failures of their program. A committee 

can coordinate ideas, philosophy, and activities to achieve critical goals. A tighter link needs to be 

established to assure that the goals, objectives, activities, funding, follow-up, results and benchmarks 

are coordinated, being monitored and appropriately planned for and acted on. This plan can integrate 

spending for specific initiatives and recommends closer coordination of the FASP and a Recruitment 

and Retention Committee. In fact, given the potential working relationships of Pennsylvaniaôs fire 

service agencies, it would appear there is an excellent opportunity to tie local needs for recruitment and 

retention to county needs to support from the committee, as directed by the FASP.  

 

In most cases leaders demonstrated confidence, satisfaction and support to Pennsylvaniaôs fire and 

EMS organizations. In discussing not only recruitment and retention general support issues, there were 

key points identified which relate to both leadership and planning. The fundamental support continues 

and will continue to exist for the system. However, there were business practices identified by leaders 

and elected officials that drive their decision-making and must be present in the decision making, 

request-making, and support system of the fire and EMS community. It was found that these mirror 

general best practices and will require leadership to implement. They are not difficult to integrate into 

current activities. Leadership which emphasizes change with changing cultures, short and long range 

planning, benchmarking for improvements, justification for expenditures and activities not just a 

ñwantò, understanding diversity and its impact on fire and EMS systems and changing antiquated 

company rules and regulations to meet changing needs were all cited as KEY LEADERSHIP AND 

CHANGE FACTORS FACING PENNSYLVANIAôS FIRE SERVICE, to be successful in the future. 

There was also a general concern about the efficient leadership and management of the conversion 

from all volunteer to combination services. Questions arose regarding how this would be handled and 

what new skills, knowledge and human resource practices are necessary for success. These issues 

again are not unique to Pennsylvania, but do emphasize a need and expectation for enhanced 

leadership training and skills. 

 

Detailed in subsequent sections of this report are the study results and prescriptions for initiatives that 

may be useful in supporting the recruitment and retention of emergency responders in Pennsylvania. 

There is no state-wide recruitment and retention committee or initiative in place.  The lack of a 

                                                      
4 Jenaway, William F., ñRecruitment and Retention for 21st Century Emergency Services; VFIS News, Vol. 7, No.2., 2007, 

Page 2. 
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ñchampionò or group of champions limits both opportunity and planning for success in recruiting and 

retaining members.  

 

Project deliverables and timeline for the project were: 

¶ Inquiry forms due back by 12/31/12 

¶ Develop baselines by 3/31/13 

¶ Create conceptual approach by 4/31/13 

¶ Design programs by 5/31/13 

¶ Present project results at Annual Conference ï 9/13 

¶ Release Strategic Plan Draft by 9/30/13 
 

 

 

 
 

Changeable message boards can be used to provide recruitment messages on a  

regular basis, as part of an overall recruitment and retention plan. 
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RELEVANT RESEARCH  

Over the last decade, extensive relevant research has been conducted within Pennsylvania and 

throughout the United States. There are five relevant projects summarized in this section of the report, 

as it was determined that these were most relevant and worth a better understanding before acting on 

the situation(s) at hand. 

NFA Research Project 

A 2003 National Fire Academy Research Paper completed as part of the requirements for the 

Executive Fire Office program was authored by Mark Sweeney of the Brookline, Delaware County, 

Fire Company. The focal point was both positive and negative motivation of volunteers and the 

relationship to recruitment and retention. In his research, Sweeney expanded his ñregionò of 

assessment to all of Southeastern Pennsylvania. 

The study was undertaken as a perception developed that member motivation was declining and 

attendance was dwindling at emergency responses and training. These indeed are classic signs found 

throughout Pennsylvania that interest is waning and both recruitment and retention will be challenging. 

The belief of the research project was that an improvement in motivation would improve the 

performance quality of the organization and enhance retention. 

Eighteen fire departments in Southeastern Pennsylvania were surveyed during Sweeneyôs project. In 

summarizing and analyzing the data, Sweeney identified and validated key factors that affect the 

motivation of volunteer fire and EMS personnel and as a result, defined how to enhance the 

recruitment and retention of these critical safety infrastructure components of a community. 

Maintaining Motivated Firefighters (Sweeney 2003) cited the following key finding which influence 

retention and motivation of members: 

1. Create an environment where people feel they are doing something of value, in a valid 

organization. 

2. Create an environment where people are appreciated. 

3. Recognize and praise good work. 

4. Build a team that works and acts as a team. 

5. Provide feedback, mentor and grow the team. 

6. Understand what causes motivation and participation to wane: 

Á Work commitments 

Á Family commitments 

Á Illness or injury 

Á Organizational requirements (training/fundraising) 

7. Generation X members may well respond differently to motivational efforts than baby-boomers 

do. The two groups think differently, learn differently and have different expectations. 

Suffice it to say Sweeneyôs research suggests that motivation techniques need to be applied with 

sensitivity to the corporate or social environment and any other factors peculiar to the individual or 

group. In essence, see the big picture before taking action. MORE IMPORTANTLY, IN 2003, IT 

WAS ALREADY RECOGNIZED THAT LEADERSHIP PLAYS A KEY ROLE IN RECRUITMENT 

AND RETENTION SUCCESS. 

Respondentôs to Sweeneyôs research noted the following: 
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1. Members under five (5) years of experience expect higher involvement of motivation. 

2. Key motivational programs include: 

Program Rank* Overall  

Award Dinners 1 

Logo Wear 3 

Financial 4 

LOSAP 4 

Social Activities 2 

Educational Programs 7 

Insurance 6 

Citations 7 

*1 is most desired 

 

3. Factors that affect motivation: 

Activity  Rank* Overall  

Lack of Incidents 5 

Poor Leadership 6 

Time Demands 3 

Increasing Automatic Fire Alarmsôs 1 

Increased Non-emergencies 2 

Promotional Opportunities 4 

*1 is worst 

IT SHOULD BE NOTED THAT EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP WOULD EVALUATE AND ACT 

ON ALL OF THESE ACTIVITIES 

 

4. Questions 2 and 3 were analyzed by age brackets. Age brackets were: 

Á 0 ï 5 years 

Á 5 ï 10 years 

Á 10 ï 15 years 

Á 15 ï 20 years 

Á 20 ï 25 years 

Á 25 ï 30 years 

Á 30+ years 

 

In the case of this survey the limited numbers of response showed no significance variance. 

 

HOWEVER, THE RESEARCH DID ILLUSTRATE IN 2003 THAT KNOWING WHAT MEMBERS 

VALUE WILL SERVE WELL IN MOTIVATING THEM TO RETAIN STATUS IN THE 

ORGANIZATION. 
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Senate Resolution 60 Report 
 

As directed by the Senate Resolution 60 (2003), the members of the Commission have developed a 

comprehensive set of issues requiring legislation to provide direct and indirect assistance for the 

purpose of improving the delivery of emergency services in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. 

 

Upon a review of over twenty-five prior reports and studies, the Commission was intent on focusing on 

the issues of funding emergency services, assuring of personnel to respond to incidents (recruitment 

and retention), assuring legislative/political integration into the process, and the delivery of service; 

being honest and direct regarding the issues, problems, and resolutions to the problems affecting the 

fire and emergency medical services delivery system in the Commonwealth. 

 

The Commission has developed twenty-three (23) recommendations identifying the issue, problem, 

and resolution, for action to now be taken by the General Assembly to manage the fire and emergency 

medical service delivery in the future. Pennsylvania has an amazing group of volunteers who dedicate 

their time, skills, and efforts to protect their communities. Similarly, the career fire and emergency 

medical services invest their efforts into making the state safe. The safety infrastructure they support is 

critical to a community where people want to work, leisure, visit, and worship. It is incumbent upon 

the General Assembly and local political officia1s to assure the safety of those who visit, live in, or 

work in their community. These recommendations are designed to enhance the current system. 

 

The 25-member Commission assembled by Senate Resolution 60 has provided invaluable insight into 

the issues, problems and resolutions. Each member of the Commission expresses their personal thank 

you, not only for the opportunity to serve on this Commission, but to have the opportunity to develop a 

strategic blueprint for constructive change and enhancement of our fire and emergency medical 

system. On November 18, 2004, the Commissioners voted unanimously to complete this document and 

present it to the General Assembly. 

 

The remedies proposed in this report are multi-faceted but, when collectively viewed, we believe they 

are necessary to strengthen, maintain and in some instances salvage our fire and EMS organizations for 

the protection of our citizens. Our emergency service providers are in a state of emergency. They need 

the stateôs leadership now in partnership with our municipalities to meet the many challenges they 

confront today and which will only worsen if not addressed. It is the unanimous position of the 

members of this commission that these recommendations should be made a priority in the next session 

of the General Assembly. It is estimated that the minimum investment these recommendations 

would require would be about $20 million, which is less than 1/10 of 1 percent of the estimated 

savings in labor costs alone, our volunteer fire and emergency medical service providers save the 

community.  
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Recommendations and their statistics include: 

¶ Tax credits (only implemented for one year then retracted) 

¶ Business tax credit for supporting volunteer fire/EMS (no action) 

¶ Service Longevity Program (no state-wide action) 

¶ Educational benefits (several proposals, no positive reaction/action) 

¶ Provide health care benefits opportunity (no action) 

¶ Act 84 reform (no action) 

 

 

USFA Text 
 

In 2007, FEMA provided a grant to the National Volunteer Fire Council to revise the USFA text 

ñRecruiting and Retaining Emergency Service Personnelò. The work effort conducted by VFIS-ETC, 

involved a nationwide review of practices, both successful and unsuccessful on recruiting and retaining 

members of the emergency services. Specifically, the study objectives were to: 

¶ Understand how to find volunteers 

¶ Understand how to keep your people 

¶ Understand what motivates them to stay 

¶ Understand the impact of leadership 

 

Three key points and an over-riding issue were the findings: 

1. Recruitment and Retention is a local problem. The leadership, needs, challenges and solutions 

are all local. 

2. Recruitment is MARKETING. When do you market? ALL THE TIME 

3. Benefit programs require you to know what the members want, before it becomes an incentive. 

4. Research tells us that POOR LEADERSHIP is the most common reason for members leaving 

the fire service, other than ñno time to serveò. 

 

The research did identify what works in emergency service organization to recruit members: 

¶ Training Programs for Emergency Service Organizations 

o Building Blocks (VFIS Training Program on Community Outreach) 

o Fire Corps 

o Leadership 

o Junior Firefighting 

¶ Media Use Products 

o PSAôs (TV and radio) 

o Websites 

o Facebook pages 

¶ Print Use Projects 

o Newspaper ads/magazine ads 

o Posters 

o Billboards 

o Handouts/solicitation stuffers 
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¶ Other Items 

o Benefits (e.g. physicals, insurance, payments) 

o Training for life skills, training for a career 

o Funeral Benefits 

o Word of mouth 

 

To retain members: 

¶ Financial Incentives 

o Pay per call 

o Length of service awards programs/retirement programs 

o Health care 

o Tax credit 

o Tuition reimbursement 

o Scholarships 

o Life insurance 

o Accident/disability insurance 

o Low interest loans 

o Housing assistance 

o Social network 

o Legislation 

o Reduced Department of Motor Vehicles fees 

¶ Non-financial Incentives 

o Uniforms 

o Logo wear 

o Banquets 

o Picnics 

o Social functions 

o Free use of agency facilities 

o Award events 

o Community dayôs events 

o Child care during training activities, fundraising activities, and responses 

 

In essence the research found that these were local solutions handled by local organizations. The 

USFA report offered extensive examples and tools for local use. 
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University of Pittsburgh Institute of Politics, Public Safety and 

Emergency Preparedness 
 

A 2011 research project by this group established the following: 

 

Guide to Best Practices in Volunteer Firefighter Recruitment and Retention  

Facts  

¶ The ranks of volunteer firefighters have declined from 300,000 in the 1970s to 70,000 in the 

1990s and Pennsylvania State Fire Commissioner Edward A. Mann estimates that there are 

currently about 50,000 volunteers across the state.  

¶ There are 2,400 fire departments spread across the stateôs 67 counties. Recent state legislation 

made municipal governments completely responsible for the provision of fire protection and 

emergency medical services.  

¶ A study conducted by the Pennsylvania Fire and Emergency Services Institute (PFESI) in 2001 

found that volunteer fire service companies yielded about $6 billion in avoided costs to local 

governments. Figures from Independent Sector, a coalition of non-profit organizations, suggest 

that the hourly value of a Pennsylvania volunteer firefighter is $20.51.  

¶ Volunteer fire service programs receive approximately $150 million a year through the 

Pennsylvania Volunteer Firefighter Relief Association Program and the Volunteer Ambulance 

Service Grant Program.  
 

Myths and Misconceptions  

¶ Many taxpayers believe that the local services tax funds fire departments. While some of the 

tax revenues are used by municipal governments to fund emergency services, volunteer fire 

departments do not receive any portion of the tax revenue.  

¶ One common misconception about fire service programs is that stringent state training 

requirements were largely responsible for the difficulties such companies face in recruiting and 

retaining firefighters. Pennsylvania does not require any level of training for state firefighters.  

¶ Some people have stated that elected officials may not realize the dire financial circumstances 

facing many volunteer fire departments and that municipalities would have to hire career 

departments if they lost their volunteer companies.  
 

Complaints and Concerns  

¶ Mann claimed that the two main reasons why volunteer firefighters quit the company were due 

to firehouse politics and onerous fundraising requirements. Many firefighters stated their 

dissatisfaction with the time they spent hosting bingo games and chicken barbecues. Exit 

surveys in Montgomery County, Pa., revealed that many volunteers were leaving due to 

frustration with bureaucratic red tape, such as the four-month process to replace a lost glove.  
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Innovative Solutions  

 

Retention  

 

Can Be Implemented Without Legislation  

¶ Fire departments can issue exit surveys to determine why people are leaving the volunteer fire 

service. In Montgomery County, Pa., the department reduced its bureaucratic red tape after 

surveys demonstrated it was commonly cited as a reason for leaving.  

 

Recruitment  

 

Can Be Implemented Without Legislation  

¶ Hampden Township shortened their application to one page and personally followed up with 

prospects via email and phone within two hours of receiving the application. They also granted 

temporary memberships after a background check through the police department.  

¶ Hampden Township also developed a citizenôs fire academy. The program aimed to train eight 
Firefighter One certified volunteer firefighters by the end of the four-year grant period and 

create a long-term recruitment program. The academy consisted of four sessions that taught the 

basics of firefighting and was advertised to the public. The academy had an overall budget of 

$3,000 and was financed by a SAFER grant. In 2009, six members enrolled in the academy, 

yielding four active firefighting members. In 2010, the academy attracted 11 members. 

Academy enrollees included a township commissioner, a state government employee and a 

state representative.  

¶ John M. Buckman III, Branch Chief of Indiana Firefighter Training stressed the importance of 

marketing volunteer departments to the younger millennial generation currently in their 

twenties. The millennial generation is more diverse and tech-savvy than those of the past. Chief 

Buckman advised departments to cater to millennials to attract and retain such individuals. He 

claimed that millennials value recognition for their efforts, limited bureaucracy, and friendly 

work environments.  

 

Requires Legislation  

¶ Elected officials can create incentives that benefit volunteers from each age group. They can 

offer tuition breaks for younger volunteers, student loan forgiveness for middle-aged 

volunteers, and length-of-service awards or retiree stipends for older firefighters.  

¶ Elected officials could expand the FireVEST Scholarship Program across the state and to other 

universities. FireVEST was created by Allegheny County Executive Dan Onorato in 

partnership with the Allegheny County Fire Academy and the Community College of 

Allegheny County (CCAC) and the program launched in 2009. FireVEST is a scholarship for a 

65-credit associateôs degree and includes tuition, fees, and books for any volunteer fireman. 

Firefighters can enroll in any of CCACôs 140 programs. Recipients commit to five years of 

volunteer fire service. Must meet minimum GPA of 2.00. The Region 13 Task Force is looking 

to build upon FireVEST and offer education opportunities at state universities to graduates of 

the FireVEST program. FireVEST scholars represent 60 different companies in Allegheny 

County and 14 different academic programs at CCAC and 60% of students currently enrolled in 

the FireVEST program have grade-point-averages above 3.0.  
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Retention and Recruitment  

 

Can Be Implemented Without Legislation  

¶ Departments can implement measures to reduce unnecessary runs such as calls for downed 

power lines and reduce the number of volunteers who are expected to respond to such calls by 

utilizing selective paging.  

¶ Departments can improve their recruitment and retention efforts by issuing climate surveys of 

current volunteers in addition to exit surveys, since tracking down those who left the service is 

often difficult. Using climate surveys allows departments to be proactive in retaining 

volunteers.  

¶ Eight volunteer fire departments in the Highlands School District in Allegheny County created 

the Highlands Emergency Services Alliance to provide EMS and firefighting training to high 

school students during school hours. The program covers the required essentials of Fire 

Fighting and Emergency Response certification hours. The program has existed for two years 

and enrolled 21 students in the first year and currently enrolls 22 students. Many enrollees in 

the program serve as junior firefighters in their local volunteer fire department.  

 

Requires Legislation  

¶ Only five or six recommendations outlined in the report issued in accordance with Senate 

Resolution 60 have been addressed by the state legislature. The implementation of additional 

recommendations will help volunteer fire departments in their retention and recruitment efforts.  

¶ Elected officials could pass legislation offering tax and insurance incentives to volunteer 

firefighters. They can offer incentives for local income tax breaks, forgiveness of local fire tax, 

reinstating state income tax breaks, extending municipal group medical insurance rates to 

firefighters, increasing state grant programs from $25 million to $35 million, and allowing local 

matches for Length of Service Award Programs.  

¶ Elected officials in Albemarle County in Virginia have funded incentives and cost recovery for 

volunteers so that they donôt have to spend out-of-pocket to volunteer for their community.  

 

Training  

 

Can Be Implemented Without Legislation  

¶ Departments can provide online training options to lessen the time and financial costs of 

training.  

¶ Virginiaôs Montgomery County developed a county-wide system that featured a regionalized 

Volunteer basic Orientation Program to teach new firefighters the basics, such as CPR, blood 

borne pathogens, and how to put on gear in a class ran by a third-party nonprofit.  

¶ Parkview Volunteer Fire Department in OôHara Township has a points-based incentive system. 

Volunteers are awarded points for certain tasks, such as training, work detail and EMS shifts 

and at the end of the year members are given gift cards. The system is allowed by law and has 

been cost-effective for the department, costing Parkview roughly $4,500.  

¶ Fire chiefs should take a realistic inventory of the departmentôs capabilities and determine 

which necessary skills they should focus upon. They should also tailor their training programs 

to the needs of their department and community. 
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Require Legislation  

¶ Legislators could raise the tax on foreign fire insurance by half a percentage point from 2% to 

provide free training for volunteers. 73% of respondents in a recent poll conducted by PFESI 

and Penn State University positively responded to such a proposal.  

¶ In Albemarle County, Virginia, the county funds volunteer leadership and management 

programs that supplement the technical skills required by the National Fire Protection 

Association.  
 

Community Relations  

 

Can Be Implemented Without Legislation  

¶ Departments can do a better job of reaching local elected officials. There is often a lack of 

effective communication between volunteer fire departments and the government. Local elected 

officials often dislike funding volunteer fire departments because they feel as if they are 

blackmailed into paying for them.  

¶ Departments can reach out to community for non-firefighting jobs. They can employ volunteers 

and third parties to perform tasks such as conducting financial reports and fundraising.  

¶ William Rossey, Tarentum Borough Manager and volunteer firefighter found positive 

responses to the department after he gave council members a tour of the fire department and 

information about the apparatus.  

¶ Departments should work towards building the trust of powerful neighborhood groups. 

¶ State Senator Solobay gave an example of how a mayor who intended to cut funding to the fire 

service changed his mind after being invited to ride along with the firefighters and learn about 

the department.  

¶ Lititz Fire Company provided a fire department pager to elected officials for 30 days to give 

them an opportunity to see the time commitment required by volunteers. 
 

Requires Legislation  

¶ Legislators could create a state-funded regional network of support staff to aid fire departments 

with information technology, administration, accounting, and other time-consuming projects.  

¶ Legislators could restructure the Volunteer Loan Assistance Program. The numbers are 

somewhat antiquated in terms of what departments can borrow from the state (about 2 percent). 

Most volunteer fire departments are good credit risks. In addition it takes too long to process 

documents.  
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Center For Rural Pennsylvania 
 

In the spring of 2012, the Center for Rural Pennsylvania and the Pennsylvania Fire and Emergency 

Services Institute (PFESI) conducted a mail survey of Pennsylvania fire chiefs to identify firefighter 

recruitment and retention patterns. 

 

The Center compared the results of the survey to a similar survey of fire chiefs it conducted in 2001.  

The current survey found that: 

¶ 52 percent of responder companies had a net increase in firefighters; 

¶ The top two firefighter recruitment methods used by fire companies were word of mouth and 

family & friends; and 

¶ Firefighters leave service because they were moving from their current area, had job 

commitments, had family commitments, and lost interest in firefighting. 

 

The results also found that fire companies, on average, had 17 fundraising events and responded to 551 

fire calls per year. 

 

In 2012, 95 percent of respondents said one or more firefighter joined their company within the past 

two years. On average, companies gained 5.8 new firefighters. 

 

In 2001, 94 percent of respondents said new firefighters joined their company. The average gain per 

company was 6.9 firefighters. 

 

In 2001 and 2012, the top two recruitment methods among fire companies were word of mouth and 

family and friends.  

 

In 2012, 89 percent of respondents used word of mouth and 71 percent used family and friends. 

 

In 2001, 92 percent of respondents used word of mouth and 67 percent used family and friends. 

 

Methods Used by Fire Companies to Recruit 

New Members, 2001 and 2012 
 

 2001 2012 

Word of Mouth 92% 89% 

Family/Friends 67% 71% 

Open House 29% 32% 

Newsletter/Flyer 27% 24% 

School/Business Presentation 19% 19% 

Fire Police 10% 9% 

Social Club 5% 5% 

Paid Advertisement 5% 4% 

Other Method 4% 12% 
 

Note: Totals do not add up to 100 percent due to multiple responses. 
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Firefighter Retention 

In 2012, 90 percent of respondents said one or more firefighters left their company or became inactive 

over the past 2 years. On average, 4.8 percent firefighters left these companies. 

In 2001, 85 percent of respondents said they lost firefighters over the past 2 years. On average, these 

companies lost 5.0 firefighters. 

Reasons for Leaving 

In 2012, respondents identified the following as the top four reasons as to why firefighters left the 

company: moved away (58 percent), job commitments (52 percent), family commitments (44 percent), 

and lack of interest (35 percent). The same four reasons topped the list in 2001 as well. 

Reasons for Leaving Fire Company or Becoming Inactive 

Over the Past 2 Years, 2001 and 2012 

 2001 2012 

Moved Away 63% 58% 

Job Commitments 51% 52% 

Family Commitments 42% 44% 

Lack of Interest 42% 35% 

Personality Conflicts 38% 34% 

School/College 24% 30% 

Disagreement with Leadership 23% 22% 

Retirement/Old Age 34% 21% 

Expulsion 17% 17% 

Disliked Training 12% 13% 

Illness/Disability 9% 11% 

Other 6% 11% 

Note: Totals do not add up to 100 percent due to multiple responses. 

SUMMARY  

Larger Companies Are More Successful in Recruiting/Retaining Members 

In general, the larger the fire company, the more successful it was in recruiting and retaining 

firefighters.  Additionally, larger companies tended to have bigger budgets and responded to more fire 

calls compared to smaller and mid-sized companies.  They also receive larger Act 84 allocation 

allowing for more recruitment and retention opportunities. 

Female Firefighters Are Still in Short Supply 

While is not unusual for fire companies to have female firefighters, it is unusual for companies to have 

more than a handful of female firefighters. The 2012 survey results indicated that while the majority of 

companies (79 percent) had at least one female firefighter, the average company had less than three 

female firefighters. 

Most Fire Companies Are Able to Recruit Firefighters 

The 2012 survey results indicated that more than 95 percent of fire companies recruited one or more 

firefighters.  On average, companies recruited six new firefighters, and the majority of these new 

recruits were between the ages of 18 and 30 years old.  Overall, companies had an average net increase 

of one new firefighter in 2012. 
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Too Many Fundraisers Are Negatively Affecting Firefighter Retention 

Only one variable was correlated with the number of fundraising events ï retention. The number of 

fundraising events was not correlated with the size of the fire company, the number of firefighters, the 

number of new firefighters, or the net change in firefighters.  So, it appears that the more fundraising 

events the company sponsored the more firefighters that left the company or became inactive. This 

finding could suggest that many fundraising events may contribute to the loss of firefighters; but it 

does not necessarily deter new firefighters from joining. 

 

Lit tle Change in the Numbers of Firefighters 

Data from the 2001 survey showed that the average fire company had 18.2 firefighters who regularly 

responded to calls. In 2012, the average was 16.8 firefighters. The difference between 2001 and 2012 

was not statistically significant. While some companies may have seen a decline in the number of 

firefighters who respond to calls, most have seen little or no change. 

 

 

Credit:  Pennsylvania Firefighters, The Center for Rural Pennsylvania 

 

 
Millvale Fire Department website indicates new 

members are always welcome and provides a 

link to their application. 
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THE IMPACT OF CULTURE ON RE CRUITING  
 

During the research for this project, two texts were found to be extremely valuable. Collapse, by Dr. 

Jared Diamond of UCLA, discusses how cultures become extinct if they are not aware of and react to 

changing climates (e.g. receptivity of the public to the service they provide), hostile neighbors (e.g. 

YMCA, nursing homes and sports teams stealing their members for enjoyable positions with less 

training and demands), trade patterns (e.g. increasing expense patterns with no related income 

increases), environmental problems (e.g. departments or municipalities threatening takeover) and 

societyôs response (e.g. understanding these issues are occurring and dealing with them), if these issues 

are not recognizable and dealt with, the volunteer fire service in that area  may fail. 
 

The five components to collapse or failure are: 

¶ Climate change 

¶ Hostile neighbors 

¶ Trade patterns (alternative sources of goods) 

¶ Environmental problems 

¶ Societyôs response to environmental problems 

Each society and the volunteer fire service will choose to succeed or choose to fail. 

 

His 1997 Pulitzer Prize winning book Guns, Germs and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies began 

with a simple question ï ñWhy did Pizarro conquer the Incas and not the other way around?ò ï and 

then managed to tell, over the course of only 400-odd pages, the history of why humanity has turned 

out the way it has. 

 

The text Bowling Alone by Dr. Robert Putnam of Harvard, similarly advises that changes in work 

demands, home-life, family structure, age, suburbia, television, computers, womenôs roles, the two-

income family, etc. Have all created a situation of less time available to volunteer and when 

volunteering occurs, the involvement with family or less demands will win the competition for people. 

 

Putnam warns that our stock of social capital ï the very fabric of our connections 

with each other, has plummeted, impoverishing our lives and communities. More 

Americans are bowling than ever before, but they are not bowling in leagues. 

Putnam shows how changes in work, family structure, age suburban life, television, 

computers, womenôs roles and other factors have contributed to this decline. 

 

 

 

These texts mirror the problems and solutions for recruitment and retention of volunteers for fire/EMS. 

 

 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Collapse_book.jpg
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RECRUITING I SSUES AND SOLUTIONS 
 

On the surface, it would appear that there is a problem with volunteer firefighter recruitment or 

retention.  The growth in career (full and part-time staff) illustrates a trend to paid staffing despite 

indicated growth in some areas of volunteers.  Closer scrutiny would indicate that the actual numbers 

of volunteer firefighters is stable at best in some communities, but declining in most. 

 

In Pennsylvania, statewide respondents indicated three key reasons that have helped maintain or 

increase volunteers: 

1. Population growth 

2. Recruiting programs in schools 

3. The demand for EMS (helps prepare members for paid positions) 

 

Similarly there were three key indicators related to why companies were losing volunteers: 

1. No affordable housing/decreasing population/members dying off 

2. An increase in calls resulting in less time available 

3. An increase in training and fundraising resulting in less time available 

 

These issues are consistent with the findings of the USFA/NVFC study on volunteerism conducted by 

St. Josephôs University. 

 

With the development of a strategic planning process comes the opportunity to identify several key 

internal and external drivers for the organization, while formalizing concepts such as vision and 

mission.  This was the case for this project as well. 

 

Statewide, requests were made for the identification of values, strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 

and threats that organizations provide to or experience with volunteers.  These were captured and the 

following were found to be representative statewide. 

 

Values 

There are a number of intrinsic values embraced by Pennsylvaniaôs Fire and Emergency Services.  

They recognize these values to be of significance and importance to their members, the organizations 

and the community.  The survey identified the following organizational values: 

¶ Reliability  ï through consistent quality performance in responding to emergencies 

¶ Dedication/Commitment ï as demonstrated through the efforts of response and  involvement 

with the community, licensing, certification, performance, continued professionalism, pride and 

a positive attitude 

¶ Community Trust and Respect ï as illustrated by continued support financially, morally, and 

interest in the organizations 

 

SWOT Analysis 

A ñSWOT Analysisò identifies the organizationôs strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. 

 

Strengths of Pennsylvaniaôs Fire and Emergency Services 

Members, oversight groups and users of the services of the Pennsylvania Fire And Emergency 

Services have identified the organizationôs strengths.  STRENGTHS demonstrate the quality of being 
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strong, and supporting a legal, moral, or intellectual force.  These strengths add to the value of the 

organization.  The use of ñstrengthsò in creating strategic initiatives assist in overcoming weaknesses 

and threats, help facilitate opportunities, and assist in identifying appropriate efforts with strategic 

partners outside of the organization.  In addition, any identified weakness, threat, or opportunity that 

does not complement strengths, warrants the question of time and resource investment to address that 

issue.  

 

The survey identified the following strengths: 

¶ Responsiveness and dedication to the needs of the community,  

¶ Commitment to training for professionalism, and  

¶ Members who contribute to a better community. 

 

Weaknesses of Pennsylvaniaôs Fire and Emergency Services 

Members, oversight groups and users of the Pennsylvania Fire and Emergency Services also identified 

the organizationôs weaknesses.  WEAKNESSES demonstrate a weak point or a fault. In identifying 

performance gaps, or needs, it helped identify concerns and issues that may or may not be easily 

identified by the organization personnel, themselves.  These are routine issues, which may provide 

continual challenges to the organization, and must be faced as both short and long term issues.  

 

The survey indicted the following weaknesses: 

¶ Lack of Leadership 

¶ Lack of adequate personnel to respond during daytime hours  

(Is this an organizational issue or a personal issue?) 

¶ Less funding 

 

Opportunities for Pennsylvaniaôs Fire and Emergency Services 

Members, oversight groups and users of the Pennsylvania Fire and Emergency Services have identified 

the organizationôs opportunities.  OPPORTUNITIES are a combination of circumstances favorable for 

the purpose of the organization.  These opportunities provide the organization with scenarios that 

complement either strengths or weaknesses and provide the availability of resources from within the 

organization to assist in improvement of the situations identified.   

 

The survey indicated the following opportunities: 

¶ Regionalization, Mergers & Sharing Services 

¶ Population growth offers the opportunity for more members through effective 

recruiting/outreach 

¶ Identifying alternative funding sources 

 

Threats to the Pennsylvania Fire and Emergency Services 

Members, oversight groups and users of the Pennsylvania Fire and Emergency Services have identified 

the organizationôs Threats.  THREATS are an indication of danger, conflict and challenge.  In 

identifying threats to the organization, both internal and external threats were identified.  The threats 

may be operational or organizational, either of which create a need to address the issue.   
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The survey indicated the following threats: 

¶ Increased age of members, 

¶ Poor leadership, 

¶ Increasing numbers of calls, and 

¶ Regulatory mandates, such as new national standards beyond the need for rural or  small 

communities. 

 

Strategic Alliances 

Strategic Alliances lie both within the local community as well as county and statewide and offer 

opportunities to the organizations to develop additional alliances to meet general or specific objectives. 

The organizations have not taken strides to become more involved with agencies such as the Optimist 

Club, Chamber of Commerce and Rotary Club.  Many more service groups exist which could become 

allies in planning.  In addition, other municipal advisory groups may provide opportunities for mutual 

strategic advancement. 

 

Specific county responses to the questions or values, strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats 

can be found in Figure
 
1. 

 

Key Recruitment Perspectives 

 

The survey further brought to light the following key points regarding recruitment. 

 

It is a general belief that people volunteer to join Fire and Emergency Service Agencies to 

¶ Help the community, 

¶ Be part of a team or group, or 

¶ Out of community pride. 

 

Primary success factors in recruiting are considered to be: 

¶ Word of mouth, 

¶ Recruitment of schools, and 

¶ Recruitment at community events. 

 

By contrast, the perspective of why recruiting efforts fail lies in the fact that recruiting isnôt widely 

conducted. 

 

Key suggestions for initiatives to implement to support recruiting included: 

¶ Development of a general public information campaign, and  

¶ Develop a recruiting plan that encompasses diversity to mirror new communities. 

 

Consistent with this was the recommendation that the recruiting programs NOT make promises that 

canôt be met but be local, NOT statewide, in nature. 
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This leads to an overriding consideration. 

 

Specific county responses to the questions of Recruitment Issues can be found in Figure
 
2. 

 

LEADERSHIP  is necessary to create, direct and implement recruitment programs.  Without effective 

leadership, no program will be successful. 

 

In addition, it becomes important to identify who you are trying to recruit (skills and knowledge), what 

groups must be contacted to gain possible members, what is the message we must communicate, and 

how do we achieve this. This is illustrated in Figure 3. 
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