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Retention
While recruiting volunteers is a necessary component of 
any volunteer program, it is only half the challenge. The 
retention of your volunteers is critical to your program’s 
ongoing success. 

According to Campaign Consultation, Inc., there 
are several volunteer retention principles that can be 
implemented to strengthen your volunteer program and 
encourage volunteers to stay. These principles include:

>	 Volunteers stay if their tasks and procedures are 	
	 clear.

>	 Volunteers stay if they feel welcome and appreciated.

>	 Volunteers stay if they bond to someone within the 	
	 organization.

>	 Volunteers stay if they receive feedback that connects 	
	 their job to program success.

>	 Volunteers stay if they have a voice in the organiza-	
	 tion.

>	 Volunteers are motivated by opportunities to learn 	
	 new skills.

8 Corporation for National and Community Service, “Resource Center: Tools and training for volunteer and service programs,” 1 
July 2009, www.nationalserviceresources.org/node/17598

>	 Volunteers are motivated by opportunities to 		
	 “change the world.” 8

Volunteer retention may be directly affected by how 
your volunteers were recruited, how fairly they are 
supervised, and how effectively they are rewarded for 
their service. Below are several ways you can address 
these principles within your own organization to en-
courage your volunteers to stay, making your Fire Corps 
team both successful and strong.
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Organization
While it can be easy to dismiss, a strong sense of organi-
zation and structure can drastically effect a person’s de-
cision to continue volunteering. People want to donate 
their time where they feel it is valued and best utilized. 
Here are tips to make your department a hospitable 
environment for volunteers:

>	 Clearly define the volunteers’ roles and tasks.

>	 Set boundaries.

>	 Plan ahead and have everything ready for the volun-	
	 teer when they arrive.

>	 Provide advance notice for meetings and events.

>	 Start on time.

>	 Establish a chain of command.

>	 Develop a notification system should an event be 	
	 cancelled at the last minute.

>	 Maintain frequent contact with your volunteers; let 	
	 them know they are not alone.

By following these simple steps, you will ensure that 
your volunteers are clear on their roles and responsibili-
ties while also making sure that they feel as though they 
are an important part of your team. Planning ahead and 
being prepared for your volunteers shows them that 
they are integral to the success of your organization and 
are valued and welcomed.  

Mentors
As previously stated, volunteers are likely to stay if they 
bond with someone within the organization. One way 
to facilitate this bond is to assign a mentor to each of 
your volunteers. The mentor should be someone that 
the volunteers can trust and whom they are comfort-
able approaching with questions. Teen volunteers, for 
example, may benefit most from a young department 
member of the same gender. Consider the volunteer’s 
personality traits and try to match them with someone 
from your department who is similar so they will have 
an easier time establishing a good rapport. 

The mentor may also be determined based on a volun-
teer’s area of interest. For example, if you have a vol-
unteer that is interested in public education, encourage 
your public educator, or the person most experienced in 
this area, to teach the volunteer the necessary skill sets 
to perform the activities. If a volunteer will be spend-
ing the majority of the time on a particular activity, it 
is logical that the mentor would be involved with that 
same activity as well.  
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Training
Working on the principle that volunteers are motivated 
by opportunities to learn new skills, training is a great 
way to ensure retention of your Fire Corps volunteers. 
In fact, your department may already have some of this 
training in place for first responders, and offering this 
same training to your Fire Corps volunteers could pro-
vide great motivation to stay while also making them 
feel like part of the team. In addition, you may consider 
offering classes just for Fire Corps members that will al-
low them to increase their general knowledge of the fire 
service or specific tasks that they may undertake as part 
of your Fire Corps team. 

Basic Training
Fire Corps members may benefit from very ba-
sic training which can increase their knowledge 
and feelings of competency, making them more 
willing to participate. Basic CPR and first aid 
training is a great place to start. Your depart-
ment probably already offers this training to 
your first responders so making it available to 
your Fire Corps volunteers may be as simple as 
inviting them to attend. Consider other basic 
skills that may be of interest to volunteers. For 
example, a short session on proper fire extin-
guisher use could be a morale booster for Fire 
Corps members. If possible, allow members to 
practice using a small extinguisher.

Specialized Training
Consider offering training to Fire Corps 
members that will benefit your department as 
well, such as smoke alarm installation, effective 
delivery methods for public education, fire pre-
vention and safety guidelines, or even incident 
command systems. Such training will allow 
Fire Corps members to handle tasks that might 
otherwise go undone (installing smoke alarms 
for the elderly or conducting fire prevention 
education in local schools), fill in when depart-
ment members do not have sufficient time (lead 
fire station tours), and add manpower to events 
(providing canteen services at a lengthy emer-
gency call). In these roles, Fire Corps members 
do not have to take over control of projects, 
but can act as a supplement to forces within 
your department that are already stretched thin.
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Flexible  
Schedules
If possible, allow your volunteers the freedom to choose 
when they donate their time. By setting a certain day 
and time that you want volunteers to help, you may 
isolate some members who have a conflicting schedule. 
For stay-at-home parents, for example, volunteering 
on weekdays during school hours may be best, while 
those in the workforce may only have time available to 
volunteer in the evenings or on weekends. If supervision 
is an issue with flexible scheduling, have volunteers de-
cide as a group which times are most convenient for the 
majority. If your department’s doors are typically locked 
except for meetings and calls, consider whether any 
tasks that you need done could be accomplished offsite, 
such as web site development or fundraising. 

Family- 
Orientation
On occasion, volunteers may not donate as much time 
as your department would like simply because they do 
not want to sacrifice time with their families. How-
ever, if your department can identify projects that can 
be tackled by volunteers of a large age range, families 
may volunteer together, increasing their likelihood to 
continue volunteering. This result can be a huge benefit 
for your department that leads not only to more hours 
volunteered, but more volunteers in general. The fol-

lowing are just a few examples of activities that entire 
families (depending on ages) may be able to participate 
in together:

>	 Fundraisers

>	 Cleaning the station 

>	 Cleaning apparatus or equipment

>	 Distributing fire safety information at local events

>	 Providing support at special events, such as commu-	
	 nity parades or a department open house

Transportation  
Assistance
Depending on the composition of your volunteers, 
transportation assistance may increase the amount of 
volunteers and the number of hours that they donate. 
Youth, for example, may not have a personal mode of 
transportation. If they are relying on public transpor-
tation or on their parents to take them to and from 
your station, they may be at the mercy of the others’ 
schedules, which could reduce the number of days or 
hours that they can help. In the case of volunteers with 
disabilities, they may also be forced to rely on outside 
transportation. While this inconvenience may not deter 
them from volunteering at first, over time, arranging a 
ride may become too much of a hassle or an imposition. 

If your department can provide transportation to and 
from schools, senior centers, or other locations within 
the community when necessary, volunteering may 
become much more appealing. While this will require a 
small time commitment on behalf of your organization, 
you will gain countless volunteer hours and expertise in 
return, while also letting your volunteers know that you 
appreciate them. Check with your legal counsel prior to 
offering transportation services to ensure the driver and 
department are protected from any liability issues that 
may arise.
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Recognition and 
Rewards
Recognition does not need to be time-consuming or ex-
pensive to be meaningful. You should acknowledge your 
Fire Corps members regularly for their service through 
sincere expressions of gratitude. Simple ways to accom-
plish this include: 

>	 Verbal expressions of thanks 

>	 Letters of commendation 

>	 Certificates of appreciation signed by local elected 	
	 officials 

>	 Fire Corps member of the month awards 

>	 Fire Corps member of the year awards 

>	 Personal notes 

>	 Posted photos of members “on the job” 

>	 Letters to the member’s employer 

>	 Gift certificates donated by local businesses 

>	 Highlighting members on your department’s web site 

>	 Working with your local media to publicly highlight 	
	 member contributions 

>	 Regular award and recognition banquets/events

>	 Providing pins, plaques, or other tokens of apprecia-	
	 tion to acknowledge a certain number of total hours 	
	 volunteered 

In addition to internal methods of recognizing your 
volunteers, there are many national opportunities to let 
your volunteers know that they are valued and appre-
ciated, including opportunities provided through the 
national Fire Corps office, such as the Fire Corps Award 
of Excellence.

National Volunteer Week
National Volunteer Week was established 
through executive order by President Nixon in 
1974. Every President since then has signed a 
proclamation recognizing National Volunteer 
Week as an annual celebration of volunteerism. 
Many states, localities, and agencies schedule 
recognition events to coincide with National 
Volunteer Week, which typically occurs in 
April. For information on National Volunteer 
Week, including free downloadable resources 
and a list of upcoming dates, visit the Points  
of Light Foundation web site at 
www.handsonnetwork.org/programs/more/nvw.  
Use this week as an opportunity to let your  
volunteers know how important they are to 
your organization.

President’s Volunteer Service Award
The President’s Council on Service and Civic 
Participation (the Council) was established in 
2003 to recognize the valuable contributions 
volunteers are making in our communities and 
encourage more people to serve. The Council 
created the President’s Volunteer Service Award 
program as a way to thank and honor Ameri-
cans who, by their demonstrated commitment 
and example, inspire others to engage in volun-
teer service.

Recognizing and honoring volunteers sets a 
standard for service, encourages a sustained 
commitment to civic participation, and inspires 
others to make service a central part of their 
lives. 

http://www.firecorps.org/page/856/Award_of_Excellence.htm
http://www.firecorps.org/page/856/Award_of_Excellence.htm
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The President’s Volunteer Service Award recog-
nizes individuals, families, and groups that have 
achieved a certain standard – measured by the 
number of hours of service over a 12-month 
period or cumulative hours earned over the 
course of a lifetime. Depending on which award 
the volunteer is eligible for, they may receive:

>	 An official President’s Volunteer Service 		
	 Award lapel pin

>	 A personalized certificate of achievement

>	 A congratulatory letter from the President of 	
	 the United States

>	 A letter from the President’s Council on 		
	 Service and Civic participation

Fire Corps is a certifying organization for the 
President’s Volunteer Service Award and can 
assist you in nominating your volunteers for 
this distinguished award. For more information 
on the President’s Volunteer Service Award, visit 
www.presidentialserviceawards.gov.

Fire Corps Award of Excellence
The Fire Corps Award of Excellence can serve 
as an excellent way to recognize your entire 
team’s efforts. This award annually honors a 
Fire Corps program whose remarkable achieve-
ments in the fire and emergency services and 
the community exemplify outstanding perfor-
mance. To be considered for the award, nomi-
nated programs must be registered with Fire 
Corps and must be part of or affiliated with a 
fire/EMS department. More information, such 
as dates and award criteria, can be found at 
www.firecorps.org/award. 

Not all volunteers need awards or gifts to know that 
they are appreciated. A sincere thank you may suffice 
and may go a long way in letting that volunteer know 
that you value the time, commitment, and expertise they 
have contributed to your organization. No matter how 
you choose to recognize your volunteers, try to make 
feedback as specific and as personal as possible, spell-
ing out what that person has accomplished or achieved. 
General volunteer recognition activities or events are 
well received; however, periodic, personal recognition 
may be more meaningful to your volunteers.

By being organized, providing appropriate training 
and support for your volunteers, and recognizing the 
contributions they make to your organization, you will 
foster happy and satisfied volunteers who will continue 
to contribute to your organization for months and years 
to come. Volunteers with positive experiences to share 
may also become a fantastic recruitment tool for your 
volunteer program, helping your department overcome 
both the recruitment and retention challenges faced by 
volunteer programs worldwide.
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Conclusion
There are many methods to recruiting and retaining 
volunteers for your Fire Corps program. Understanding 
the demographics of your community and why people 
volunteer is the first step in developing a successful 
recruitment and retention campaign. Know who your 
target audience is and how they can contribute to your 
Fire Corps program. Understand what motivates them 
to volunteer and develop incentives and recognition 
based on these factors.

Keep in mind that what works for your department and 
program may not be what works for another depart-
ment or program; however, there are several common 
principles to any retention and recruitment campaign. 
Universally, volunteers need to have a sense of achieve-
ment and accomplishment; therefore, you should pro-
vide them with opportunities in which they can succeed. 
Volunteers seeking personal growth will benefit from 
the opportunity to learn and make discoveries, and 
others will thrive by being made to feel that they are an 
important part of your team, while forming bonds with 
those they serve.

For tools and resources to assist in your retention and 
recruitment campaign, visit www.firecorps.org or call 
888-FC-INFO1 (888-324-6361).

Photos courtesy of:
Dayna Hilton, Johnson County RFD#1 (AR) 
Green Valley Fire District (AZ)
Macomb Township Fire Department (MI)
Victoria Fire Department (TX)
Wild Horse Volunteer Fire Department (NM)
Elkridge Volunteer Fire Department Junior Firefighter 
Program (MD)

Fire Corps wishes to gratefully acknowledge the support and assistance of the organizations  
and individuals who provided information and support for this Guide.




