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Office of the City Auditor
Transmittal Letter

Date:

February 24, 2017

To:

Ed Brazle, Chief, Department of Emergency Medical Serivces (EMS)

Subject:

Audit of the EMS Volunteer Recruitment & Retention Program

I am pleased to present the report of our audit of the EMS Volunteer Recruitment & Retention
Program. The objectives of our audit were to document and determine the adequacy of the
processes for the recruiting and retaining of volunteers.
Findings considered to be of insignificant risk have been discussed with management.
completed fieldwork on January 13, 2017.

We

The Office of the City Auditor reports to City Council through the City’s Audit Committee and is
organizationally independent of all other City Departments. This report is intended solely for the
information and use of the Audit Committee, City Council, Department of Emergency Medical
Services (EMS), and appropriate management. It is not intended to be and should not be used by
anyone other than these specified parties. However, this report is a matter of public record and its
distribution is not limited.
We would like to thank EMS and Virginia Beach Rescue Squad Foundation for their courteous and
prompt assistance during our audit. The staff was receptive and excellent to work with.
If you have any questions about this report, or any audit-related issue, I can be reached at
385.5872 or via email at lremias@vbgov.com.
Respectfully submitted,
Lyndon S. Remias, CPA, CIA
City Auditor
c:

City Council Members
Audit Committee Members
Dave L. Hansen, City Manager
Steven R. Cover, Deputy City Manager
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Purpose
The purpose of our audit was to determine the adequacy of the Department of Emergency
Medical Services (EMS) procedures for volunteer recruitment and retention.
Scope & Objectives
The scope of the audit covered the recruiting and retaining of volunteers at EMS as of fiscal
year (FY) 2017. The objectives of our review were:
• To determine the process of how an applicant becomes a volunteer;
• To attain perspective on the recruitment process including any inhibiting factors to the
process;
• To analyze the causes of volunteers leaving the service; and
• To determine what actions have been taken to retain volunteers.
Methodology
To accomplish our objectives, we performed the following procedures:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Conducted a secret shopper experiment at EMS to determine if there were any
hindrances to finding information about volunteering;
Visited websites www.vbems.com and www.livesneedsaving.org to determine if online
applications for those interested in volunteering are available;
Conducted interviews with various members from EMS;
Conducted interviews with the Virginia Beach Rescue Squad Foundation staff;
Analyzed Survey Monkey results for reasons why volunteers were leaving;
Reviewed various reports and documentation provided by EMS that discussed retention
activities provided and offered to volunteers.

Standards
We conducted this performance audit in accordance with generally accepted government
auditing standards. Those standards require we plan and perform the audit to obtain sufficient,
appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on
our audit objectives. We believe that the evidence obtained during this audit provides a
reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives.
The Office of the City Auditor reports to City Council through the Audit Committee and is
organizationally independent of all City Departments. This report will be distributed to the
City’s Audit Committee, City Council, Department of EMS, and appropriate management within
the City. This report will also be made available to the public.
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Background
City of Virginia Beach Department of Emergency Medical Services (EMS)
The mission of the Department of Emergency Medical Services is to provide quality services to
the community that preserve life, reduce suffering, improve health, and promote the safety of
citizens and visitors, who live, learn, work and play in our community.
EMS is the nation’s largest volunteer prehospital medical services organization with more than
600 certified Emergency Medical Technicians (EMT) responding to over 44,000 emergency calls
for service each year. A total of about 1,000 volunteers and 70 career staff employees are
dedicated to the EMS mission.
The volunteers are part of the Rescue Squads of Virginia Beach that serves the community
under the coordination of EMS. Each squad is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization and supports
its operational needs through individual fundraising efforts. There are 10 squads and one
marine rescue team within the system:
Volunteer Rescue Squads
•Blackwater

•Ocean Park

•Chesapeake Beach

•Plaza

•Creeds

•Princess Anne Courthouse

•Davis Corner

•Sandbridge

•Kempsville
•Marine Rescue

•Virginia Beach

To ensure there are enough volunteers to maintain a volunteer rescue system, EMS works
closely with the squads and the Virginia Beach Rescue Squad Foundation (Foundation) to
recruit volunteers. The Foundation is a separate 501(c)(3) tax-exempt organization operated by
a board of directors and raises funds to support all of the rescue squads. The Foundation also
employs a full-time recruiter. EMS capitalizes on that by relying on the Foundation to focus on
recruiting while the City focuses on retention.
With a total of 10 volunteer rescue squads and an average of 455 Active Ambulance Certified
volunteers per month, EMS helps the City save approximately $8.5M annually for services
provided by the volunteers.

Page 2 of 9

Office of the City Auditor
Audit of the EMS Volunteer Recruitment & Retention Program

Volunteer Recruiting and Retention Program
Recruiting
EMS does not have dedicated funds for marketing campaigns. Therefore, as mentioned above,
the primary means of recruitment has been the reliance of a full time recruiter at the
Foundation. The Foundation does not use a single approach toward recruiting but uses various
methods to include, but not limited to:
-

Print and television media stories pertaining to EMS and membership
Visits to Tidewater Community College EMT classes
Annual flyer in consolidated utility bills
Various events and job fairs
Provide speakers to community groups
EMS Week display at Lynnhaven Mall
Social media

Conventionally, recruiting continues up to the moment a member’s application is approved.
That means EMS must provide a welcoming environment and effective application process to
keep interested recruits engaged. In addition, the screening process must be timely and with
minimal barriers.
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The following is a summary of the steps to becoming an EMS volunteer:

Steps to Becoming a Virginia Beach EMS Volunteer
Step 1:

Step 2:
Step 3:
Step 4:
Step 5:

Step 6:

Contact EMS for volunteering. After answering some questions you may be signed up for a “New
Member Orientation Meeting” where information about EMS is highlighted and provides guidance
though the application process.
At New Member Orientation meeting, complete various paperwork including application, DMV forms,
and fingerprinting.
For those with previous EMS training, provide certifications such as EMT, Shock Trama Technician, CPR,
etc.
Chief of EMS will approve or disapprove the application. Once approved you are a volunteer recruit
with the Department of EMS.
Recruits will be notified in writing to begin training and receive their recruit ID badge. Approved
applications will be forwarded to the appropriate Membership Coordinator to be brought before the
rescue squad membership for vote as probationary member.
Begin to make new friends, learn lifelong lifesaving skills and staff ambulances.
Source: Virginia Beach EMS website – Volunteer Application Process

For FY16 the above recruitment efforts resulted in approximately 1,085 new volunteer
applicants.
Retention
There is no “silver bullet” to retain volunteers. EMS has studied volunteer retention and
subscribes to best practices within the volunteer public safety field. Rescue squad members
depart (or stay) for a variety of reasons. EMS has a standing Recruiting and Retention
Committee comprised of volunteers from all Rescue Squads that advises senior staff.
Some ongoing EMS initiatives include, but are not limited to:
EMS Initiatives
● Free training and textbooks
● Free recertification
● Graduation ceremonies for EMT classes
● Family Night at the Aquarium
● Challenge coins
● Coffee with the Chiefs sessions
● Open career paths for volunteers in areas
across the department

● Scholarships for advanced training
● Leadership training
● Annual Awards and recognition program
● T-shirts for 3-year anniversary
● T-shirts for working at special events
● EMS Chief’s frequent email updates and
messages to all members
● Ongoing Life Saver Award for all members
involved in cardiac arrest conversions

● Full-page color print ad during EMS Week
for recognition and public awareness
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In FY16, the City provided $75K from the General Fund for volunteer rescue squad member
retention. EMS leveraged that amount with a $15K grant. The FY17 budget also includes $75K
for volunteer rescue squad member retention.
Results
Applicant Process
Based on our review of the EMS (www.vbems.com) and the
Virginia
Beach
Rescue
Squad
Foundation’s
(www.livesneedsaving.org) websites, we determined the
websites are adequate in providing pertinent information to
applicants who are interested in volunteering. The
Foundation’s website directs all interested in becoming a
volunteer to the EMS website. We found the EMS website
to be very user friendly, links were properly working, contact information was accurate, and
website contained all the essential information for becoming a volunteer.
We also conducted a “secret shopper” at the EMS Administrative Office and sent various test
emails to EMS via the above website, both of which were successful in providing and answering
all questions pertaining to volunteering for EMS. Some comments noted from the secret
shopper survey were as follows:
• “Very professional and courteous”
• “Answered all my questions about the process, wrote down the website for further
questions, and gave me her business card. Excellent service.”
Recruitment Process
While EMS has a vast number of recruits, it appears there are not enough classes to sufficiently
train all those who are approved. For example, 458 applicants were approved in FY16. Based
on an average class size of 50 members per class it would require 10 classes to train all of the
approved applicants. However, only six (6) classes were provided in 2016.
For applicants who are not able to get a spot in a training class due to the limited amount of
classes provided, they are put on a waitlist until a spot opens. Being waitlisted could be
discouraging to some and could result in a loss of a potential volunteer.
Below is a funnel diagram depicting the major problem that EMS faces with new recruits,
namely the lack of sufficient training creating a bottleneck in the flow of new volunteer recruits.
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Recommendation
1.1

Increase the number volunteer training classes to ensure all accepted applicants can
begin the training classes in a timely manner.

Retention Process
EMS conducted a Volunteer Member Satisfaction survey in 2015. Career advancements and
scheduling are the biggest factors for why volunteers leave EMS; however, there are a number
of other factors as shown below:

If you have thought of leaving EMS, why?
45%
40%
35%
30%
25%

42%

*Please check all that apply
41%
36%
28%

27%

24%

23%

20%
15%
10%
5%

12%
8%
4%

0%

This graph on the next page provides further reasons for the “Other” response given in the
graph located above.
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Further Breakdown of "Other" Responses
25%

23%

23%
18%

20%

14%

15%
10%

7%

5%

5%

5%

Not enough
equipment

Training
ineffective

Leadership
Issues

5%
0%

Conflict
among
members

Schedule too
demanding

Personal
politics

Career
advancement

Moving

The obstacle that volunteers feel that prohibits new recruits from joining or retaining current
members of Virginia Beach EMS is scheduling:

Select any barriers/obstacles/complications that you feel
prohibit new providers from joining or retaining current
members of EMS *Please check all that apply
70%

62%

60%
50%
38%

40%

38%
32%

30%

24%
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And lastly, scheduling and leadership are the top two issues indicated by EMS volunteers that
need changes and improvement to create satisfaction with working as a volunteer:

List Two Change(s) you would make to improve your
satisfactions with Virginia Beach EMS:
30%

27%

27%

25%
20%
15%
10%

14%

11%

9%

5%

6%

4%

1%

1%

0%
Schedule Leadership Training Equipment Benefits

Station

Politics

Fitness

Special Teams

In regards to Scheduling, some of the key comments mentioned were: too many duties, 12
hour shifts too long, need for more flexible scheduling, easier to swap duties, and have more
vehicles out during the day.
As for Leadership, volunteers commented: supervisors have poor communication, disconnect
between EMS Administration and Volunteers, fear of retribution for speaking out, fire fighters
treat volunteers poorly, volunteers do not feel valued by administration or the city, and career
medics do not treat volunteers well.
Retention Efforts
We reviewed the retention initiative efforts brought forth by the new EMS Chief which are
detailed on page 4. In addition, EMS has:
• Hired of a full-time Retention Officer and a full-time Marketing and Communications
Officer
• Opened up lines of communications with staff, volunteers, and the various community
stakeholders
The initiatives taken to date are deemed adequate to address the concerns expressed by the
volunteers and the declining volunteer numbers.

Page 8 of 9

Office of the City Auditor
Audit of the EMS Volunteer Recruitment & Retention Program

Recommendations:
2.1

Continue to refine efforts to address the two major reasons for members leaving the
program: lack of flexible scheduling and leadership issues.

2.2

Capture more specific information from exit interviews to determine the “root cause”
for members leaving.

2.3

Measure the impact of the Retention Officer and Marketing and Communications
Officer to recruitment and retention numbers.

Conclusion
Based upon the various audit test work performed, we determined that EMS has adequate
recruitment and retention initiatives in place. In addition, EMS has already taken steps to
enhance both the recruitment and retention process, particularly, the move to an online
application process, increasing the number of training classes, and the hiring of a Retention
Officer and a Marketing and Communications Officer. In addition, the new Chief has opened up
lines of communications with staff, volunteers, and the various community stakeholders
particularly the Virginia Beach Rescue Squad Foundation.
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