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Preface 
 
This is the third of four publications detailing how to keep good people in the EMS 
system.  The first publication presented four basic principles of retention which, if 
properly used, can significantly improve your efforts to retain good individuals.  The 
second publication provided a means for EMS leaders to address the problems of 
finding practical, straightforward solutions to the most common retention problems.  
 
The purpose of the workbook is to guide leaders through retention problems driven by 
growth and change.  It also stresses the fact that any changes EMS has experienced in 
the past are small when compared to changes expected in the future.   
 
This publication is provided by the West Virginia Office of Emergency Medical Services 
and the West Virginia EMS Technical Support Network.   This workbook, Keeping the 
Best, Maximizing Your Retention Efforts, is intended for use by emergency medical 
service leaders throughout West Virginia.   
 
This series was developed for volunteer, mixed and career agencies to use in order to 
meet public demand for improved levels and availability of EMS services.  The retention 
toolkit series was a collaborative effort of the Virginia Office of EMS, the Virginia 
Association of Volunteer Rescue Squads and the Western Virginia EMS Council.  The 
principles and tools in this program have been widely used in all types of EMS agencies 
in the Old Dominion with positive results. 
 
We are pleased to offer these proven tools to West Virginia’s EMS community as part of 
a larger EMS recruitment and retention program.  A successful recruitment and 
retention program depends on all levels of West Virginia’s EMS System performing 
serious self-examination and making long-term commitments to the well-being of our 
most valuable resource – the men and women who answer the call for help. 
 
 
Jerry Kyle, Director 
West Virginia Office of EMS 
September 4, 2009 
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Introduction 
 
 

In the past you may have thought of member retention as a problem merely to be solved.  
Someone leaves your agency creating a hole to be filled.  You focus time and attention on the 
problem, it is solved and you move on to the next problem.  However, over time the organization 
grows in size to satisfy the needs of the community for your services.  And what was an isolated 
retention problem is now a continuous series of retention problems that can become a traffic 
jam, hamstringing your ability to provide service and frustrating your members.  Upon closer 
inspection, you may find that the growth in retention problems are directly related to your past 
growth and success.  While going back to the “good old days” may be preferred to your current 
reality, your job is to move your organization into an often unknown and unclear future.  The 
purpose of this workbook is to help leaders through the retention problems caused by growth 
and change. 
 
Is Bigger Better? 
 
For most EMS agencies, growth is often a painful experience.  Not only are there more things to 
do and more members to direct, but also the actions you take to solve one problem now seem 
to have unwanted effects in other areas.  For example, as you grow you may have added more 
stations.  The goal was to provide better service and to have stations in place to back each 
other up in an emergency.  But with more locations, more time is required to keep everyone 
informed. You also discover that the stations have just enough differences in their operating 
style that back-up is not always effective.  These unwanted effects are the direct result of the 
increasing complexity of your organization, and the leaders who succeed are those who learn 
how to deal with this complexity. 
 
The Importance of a Process Focus 
 
Successful leaders have learned the secret of the snake.  In order for the snake to grow, it must 
shed its skin.  And the skin in this metaphor is the web of processes used by your organization 
to perform its work.  When the organization outgrows its processes, they must be changed or 
the growth will likely be stunted, distorted or come at an increasingly higher price. 
 
The workbook will introduce three major processes: 
 

 The Change Process – We have titled this section “The Crisis of Change” because we 
have learned that it often takes a crisis like 9/11 to galvanize change.  Once we have 
members ready to change, we need a process to move them from resistance through 
compliance to commitment to the change.  Most change efforts fail because leaders do 
not recognize the necessary steps in the change process. 

 
We are also going to look at a special application of the change process related to the 
integration of volunteer and career staff.  We address this issue in the section, “Making 
the Marriage Work.” 
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 The Recruiting Process – You may wonder why we have added a section on recruiting 

in a workbook on retention.  This is because most EMS leaders think of recruiting and 
retention as being tied together and we want to explore this relationship in more depth.  
The recruiting process can be viewed as a “pipeline” of applicants moving towards 
affiliation with your agency.  While most agencies think the pipeline should be filled only 
when there are openings, the smart organization keeps it full at all times. 

 
 The Retention Process – This section builds on the retention principles presented in 

the first workbook, “How to Use EMS Retention Principles.”  These principles are: 
 

 The Life-Cycle Principle – Members stay longer when leaders take specific 
actions at specific points in the retention life cycle. 

 
 The Belonging Principle – Members stay longer when they feel welcome, 

needed and respected. 
 

 The Success Principle – Members stay longer when they achieve success in 
important personal goals. 

 
 The Friends & Family Principle – Members stay longer when they develop 

strong personal relationships within the squad. 
 
This section deals with how these principles can be made more effective through integration into 
a series of linked programs. 
 
The workbook will also lead you through the construction of a basic retention process that you 
will customize for your own use. 
 
At the end of the day, we want to help you keep good people longer.  Good people are worth 
the effort. 
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Let’s Get Started 
 
 

Who Should Use This Workbook? 
 
This workbook is designed for EMS leaders who want to improve their retention efforts.  We see 
two types of leaders who could benefit from this workbook.  Check the box that best describes 
you. 
 

 Leaders with Growing, Complex Organizations – These leaders have 
mastered the basics of retention.  They have programs in place to address retention and 
have assigned members to run these programs.  They see recruiting and retention as a 
key strategy to maintaining high levels of service and now want to maximize their 
retention efforts. 

 Leaders with Growing Organizations in Transition – These leaders are 
proficient in solving retention problems as they come up.  However, the number of 
retention problems is mounting and “working harder” on the problems does not seem to 
be paying off.  They are looking for new ways to address more complex retention 
problems. 

 
How To Use The Workbook 
 
The workbook is designed to be your own personal notebook.  Write in it.  Underline ideas you 
find useful.  Make notes for yourself.  Space has been provided for writing responses to 
questions and for completing exercises.  We want you to engage in a dialogue with the material 
so you can learn faster.  The material will be presented in a straightforward pattern. 
 

 Learn – We will start with your past experiences, present new information and focus on 
current problems. 

 
 Practice – Most people only improve if they practice what they have learned.  The 

workbook will give you ample opportunity to practice new skills. 
 

 Critique – The workbook will also give you feedback in the form of self-tests, 
performance standards and options others have used to improve retention. 

 
Our hope is that you will come away with one or two good ideas that really work well for you and 
make a difference. 
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Why Is It Important To Do Something About Retention Now? 
 
Research conducted by the Virginia Office of Emergency Medical Services indicates that there 
are four major reasons for action now: 
 

1. The Demand For EMS Personnel Will Continue To Grow -  West Virginia has the 
third oldest median age of all states, 40.3 years.  Residents 65 years of age and older 
comprise 15.7 % of our population, second only to Florida. The implication is that most 
agency call volumes will go up and patients will need increasingly more care.  
 

2. The Potential Pool New EMS Personnel is Decreasing – West Virginia is one of only 
three states or territories with a continually declining population, with a projected 
decrease of 4.9% over the next 20 years. Also, the number of persons age 18 and 
younger is projected to decrease by 4% during this same period.  There simply will not 
be as many potential candidates to enter the EMS workforce in the future   

 
3. There is Less Time Available to Volunteer – 44.7% of those who volunteered in the 
 U.S. in the past listed “lack of time” as the reason for not volunteering in 2003.  The 
 implication is that time to serve, which has always been a problem, is going to get worse. 

 
4.  There is Increased Competition for Available Volunteers – A 2003 Bureau of Labor 
 Statistics News release indicated that 74% of available volunteers spent their time 
 with religious, educational/youth and social/community service organizations with only 
 8.2% working with hospitals or other health organizations.  This implies that
 competition for volunteers, the traditional wellspring of EMS personnel, will become  

much more intense. 
 
What is a Process Focus? 
 
To begin, a process is a series of actions taken in sequence that produces a consistent, desired 
result.  We use processes all the time without much thought.  For example, we follow a process 
to get up in the morning and to get ready for the day.  We use processes to start and drive a 
car.  And if you watch FoodTV, you learn a process called a recipe from professional chefs.  
One of the things that differentiate professionals from amateurs is their consistent use of 
processes. 
 
Let’s look at a retention example.  Most of you have a new member orientation process.  A well-
designed new member orientation process takes uninitiated, “green” rookies and integrates 
them into a professional organization.  Since this transition is not immediate, the rookie must go 
through a series of steps that usually includes: 
 

 Learning how to wear the uniform 
 Learning the special language of the profession 
 Learning the organization’s culture (how we get things done) 
 Being introduced to and developing relationships with current members 
 Learning basic emergency and life saving skills 
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We often refer to this process as bringing someone “up to speed.”  And speed is one of the 
benefits of a good process.  So, one of the hallmarks of a good process is that a lot of things 
can be done quickly and with few errors.  And this is exactly what you need when you face 
complex situations.  A process focus is one antidote to the problems created by complex, fast 
changing situations. 
 
Developing Your Retention Muscles 
 
This workbook will help you firm up your retention muscles, and you might consider this 
workbook as a warm-up exercise.  Here is a suggested warm-up routine. 
 

1. Systematically work your way through the sections.  We have designed the sections 
to build on each other. 

 
2. Read one section at a time.  Take small bites, chew thoroughly and allow time to 

mentally digest new information before continuing.  Just skimming through the 
information will be less effective. 

 
3. Complete the exercises.  Practice is an important part of learning in this workbook.  

Use the workbook to practice what you want to do on the job.  We use a special icon to 
indicate major exercises (Exercise Icon). 

 
4. Commit to use the ideas presented that make sense to you.  Remember that if you 

don’t use it, you will lose it. 
 
Let’s get focused.  Please take a few minutes to answer two important questions.  
 
 
1. What is the level of change in EMS that you expect in your agency in the near future (1 – 3 

years)?  Is it high, medium or low?  List the three most significant future changes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. How are these changes going to impact member retention? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Now that you have looked into the future of retention in your agency, let’s spend the rest of our 
time together getting you prepared to be successful. 
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The Crisis of Change 
 
 

Imagine standing on a beach watching the 
water slowly receding out to sea.  Unless you 
experienced this before, you might think it an 
unusual, but not dangerous situation.  What 
we now know is that this is one sign of an 
approaching tsunami.  Sometimes change is 
like a tsunami in your organization.  It creates 
an unexpected crisis that focuses everyone’s 
attention. 
 
Now imagine that you are in the early 1980s 
and hear that people are dying of a strange 
new disease in Africa.  You have special 
knowledge that this is the start of the AIDS 
epidemic.  How successful do you think you 
would have been in changing the behavior of 
individuals in a high-risk group to keep them 
from getting AIDS?   

 

 

 
Unfortunately, we know the answer to that question.  It took these groups a long time to accept 
the seriousness of the problem.  While its beginnings were modest, AIDS was a much more 
serious threat to life than any tsunami. 
 
The AIDS epidemic is also a better example of the kind of change that is experienced in 
problems with retention.  It starts slowly and builds over time.  Members slowly walk out the 
door while our attention is distracted by other problems.  It is the slow spreading, low visibility 
change that can overwhelm an organization.  It also allows members to remain in psychological 
denial about the ultimate impact of the change, and this is why implementing change can be 
difficult, but not impossible. 
 
For our purposes the change process involves successfully moving members through three 
stages. 
 

1. Resistance – This is the first stage when members discover they must change and 
either actively or passively resist.  Members at this stage have not physically, 
intellectually or emotionally made the change. 

 
2. Compliance – This is the second stage when members realize they cannot go back to 

the old way of doing things, but do not have confidence in themselves to master the 
change and do not see the positive impact of the change.  Members have physically 
made the change, and intellectually understand the reasons for the change but have not 
adjusted emotionally to it. 

 
3. Commitment – This is the last stage when a critical mass of members become 

committed to the change and infects others with their optimism.  Members at this stage 
have made the change physically, intellectually and emotionally. 
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Take a minute to better understand your personal reaction to a major change.  Think of a major 
change you have recently experienced in your organization.  How did you react initially?  Are 
you more likely to resist change or are you more likely to accept and go along with the change? 
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Getting Beyond Resistance 
 
The general rule is that you will always get resistance to any major change whether this change 
is initially perceived as negative or positive.  Targets, or those members who will actually have 
to change, will respond in predictable ways over time.  You cannot stop members from going 
through these responses.  Your role as a change agent is to move them through as quickly as 
possible and not let them get stuck in any one phase. 
 

 Response to a Negative Change 
 

 Immobilization - Often a member’s initial reaction to a major change is shock.  
He/she may act confused about what he/she should say or do. 

 
 Denial – The next predicable reaction is denial where the member ignores the 

change or its consequences, and he/she may act like nothing has happened. 
 

 Anger – When the change can no longer be ignored, the member responds with 
anger based on feelings of frustration and hurt. 

 
 Bargaining – At this point, the member is beginning to feel the inevitability of the 

change and seeks to minimize the impact of the change.  This phase signals the 
beginning of acceptance. 

 
 Depression – As the full reality of the change becomes clear, the member may see 

the situation as beyond their control and become depressed and display a lack of 
energy or interest. 

 
 Testing – As the member sees ways that he/she can regain control of his/her 

environment, he/she will begin to test out ways of coping with the new reality. 
 

 Acceptance – Finally the member accepts the change.  This does not mean, 
however, that he/she likes the change. 

 
 

Response To A Negative Change 
Active

Passive

E
m

o
ti

o
na

l R
es

p
o

ns
e

T ime

Stability

Immobilization

Denial

Anger

Bargaining

Depression

Testing

Acceptance

 
Graphic from Daryl R. Connor, Managing At The Speed Of Change. 
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Note: It should be noted that the perceived amount of change or the frequency of 
change a member may experience will impact amount of time it may take to gain 
acceptance of the change(s). Major upheaval may cause some members to repeat some 
of the emotional responses such as anger and denial thereby lengthening the 
acceptance process. As a leader, it is your role to manage unnecessary or major 
changes so members are not forced to accept numerous changes all at once. 
 

 Response to a Positive Change 
 

 Uninformed Optimism – In this phase the members have high expectations for the 
change that are not based on facts. 

 
 Informed Pessimism – As the reality of the change becomes clearer, the member 

has some second thoughts and doubts about the change.  The change may be 
rejected at this phase if the member is not prepared for this predictable reaction. 

 
 Hopeful Realism – As the expected positive outcomes of the change emerge, the 

member’s concern begins to decline.  He/she now sees “light at the end of the 
tunnel.” 

 
 Informed Optimism – A member’s confidence grows as the facts of the situation 

point to a positive outcome.  His/her initial expectations are now being met. 
 

 Completion – In this final phase, the member realizes that even a positive change 
brings disruption and that there is “no free lunch.” 
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Take a moment to reflect on a recent change in your EMS agency that didn’t go as well as you 
had hoped.  Did the reaction to the change follow these predictable patterns?  What surprised 
you most about members’ reactions? 
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Implementing Change: Target Groups 
 
In implementing any change, you will be spending most of your time with three target groups: 
 

 Early Adapters – Members who are positive about the change and are willing to give it 
a try.  About 20% of your members should be in this category.  You should be spending 
the majority of your time with this group.  They are the ones most likely to devote time 
and energy to the change.  They are also the ones most likely to suffer negative 
reactions to a positive change. 
 

 Fence Sitters – Members who can go either way and are influenced by the early 
adaptors and the true resisters.  About 50% of your members should be in this group.  
After the early adapters, you should be spending the remainder of time with this group. 
 

 True Resisters – Members who honestly believe the change is a bad idea and will 
actively or passively resist it.  About 30% of your members will be in this group.  You 
should be spending almost no time with this group. 

 
As you read the descriptions of the three target groups, did specific members come to mind?  
Make a short list of your early adapters, fence sitters and true resisters.  About what percentage 
of each group do you normally have with major change?  Where would you put yourself in these 
groupings? 
 
Early Adapter 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Percent of the squad _____ 

Fence Sitters 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Percent of the squad _____

True Resisters 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Percent of the squad _____
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Implementing Change: Action Steps 
 
Once you have identified the target groups, your role is to move them from resistance through 
compliance to commitment.  Use the following steps to keep the change on track. 
 

1. Present the current situation requiring the change.  Make clear the danger in not 
changing now.  Cite examples of others who did not change in similar situations. 

 
2. Present an optimistic but realistic picture of the future after the change. 

 
3. Identify clearly what will change and what will not change.  Reduce, as much as 

possible, the anxiety generated by the unknown.   
 

4. Be willing to meet privately with members to discuss how the change will personally 
affect them.  Deal with the “me” issues early. 

 
5. Start the implementation quickly and stay on schedule.  Avoid slowing down. 

 
6. Make it safe and easy for people to open up and question the change.  Keep resistance 

out in the open.  Do not force it underground where you cannot deal with it. 
 

7. Allow a reasonable number of members to be involved in planning and implementing the 
changes that affect them.  This helps restore some sense of self-control. 

 
8. Promise problems and casualties.  Let members know the good and bad news. 

 
9. Get results early.  Work first on areas where you expect an easy success that will build 

members’ confidence in the change. 
 
 

Review the suggested action steps.  Put a star next to those that you have used in the past 
and that have worked for you.  Put a question mark next to those that you do not have 
experience with but think might be useful. 
 
How might you try out these new, potentially useful action steps? 
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Implementing Change Exercise 
 
The exercise on the following pages is designed to let you plan and practice implementing 
change. You will be asked to plan a change and anticipate the barriers to the change. 
 
Step #1:  Be Clear About the Desired Outcomes 
 
Think of a major change that your organization will be faced with in the near future.  Briefly 
describe the change initiative in two or three sentences.  What is the current situation, and what 
is the desired outcome of the change initiative?  Be as specific as possible. 
 

Current Situation: 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Desired Outcome: 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
If you are having trouble being specific about the desired outcome of the change, this is one of 
the warning signs that the change initiative is headed for trouble.  Be sure that you “begin with 
the end in mind.” 
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Step #2:  Assess the Level of Disruption 
 
What is the level of member disruption expected in implementing this change?  Please complete 
the following survey.  Answer questions from the member’s perceived point of view. 
 

Disruptive Factors Level of Disruption 
1. How many changes will the members need to make in the 

way they do their work? High Medium Low
 

2. How difficult will it be for members to accurately predict the 
impact of the change on them? High Medium Low

 

3. How difficult will it be for members to gain the skills and 
knowledge necessary for the change? High Medium Low

 

4. How many of the members’ personal relationships must be 
altered for the change to be successful? High Medium Low

 

5. How many of the members’ beliefs, behaviors, and 
assumptions about the agency must be altered for the change 
to be successful? 

High Medium Low
 

 
High disruption can cause high resistance to the change. 
 
Step #3:  Assess the Consistency of the Change with the Current Culture 
 
Are the goals and end results of this initiative consistent with the current organizational culture?   
 
List one or two goals or results that are consistent with the current culture and the 
characteristics of the culture it supports.  For example, if the agency has a culture of teamwork, 
and the change will improve teamwork, then the change is consistent with the culture.  If the 
culture encourages decision-making by members and the change will improve member 
decision-making, then the change is consistent with the culture. 
 

Change Initiative Goals or Results Supportive Culture Characteristics 
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List one or two goals or results that are inconsistent with the current culture and the 
characteristics of the culture it does not support.  For example, if the agency has a culture that 
supports cliques, and the change requires involvement of all members, then the change will be 
inconsistent with the culture.  If the culture does not value creativity, innovation or risk and the 
change requires creativity and innovation, then the change will be inconsistent with the culture. 
 

Change Initiative Goals or Results Unsupportive Culture Characteristics 
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Step #4:  Analyze the Risk Associated with the Change 
 
Based on your analysis, what is the potential level of risk for the implementation? 
 

 
Level of Risk 

High Risk – The desired outcome of the 
change is not well defined or understood.  The 
goals and objectives of the change are 
inconsistent with the current culture.  There 
will be a high level of member disruption well 
above the normal level experienced in past 
changes. 
 
Moderate Risk – The desired outcome of the 
change is reasonably well defined and 
understood.  The goals and objectives of the 
change are somewhat consistent with the 
current culture.  The level of disruption will 
exceed the normal level experienced in past 
changes. 
 
Low Risk – The desired outcome of the 
change is well defined and understood.  The 
goals and objectives of the change are 
generally consistent with the current culture.  
There will be a normal level of disruption that 
targets have assimilated in the past. 
 

 
As you can see, the important prerequisites for successful change are: 
 

 A well defined and understood desired outcome of the change. 
 Change goals and objectives that are reasonably consistent with the current culture. 
 A level of member disruption that does not exceed past experiences. 

 
High risk changes should be avoided unless there is no choice but to proceed. 
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Step #5:  Assess Readiness for Change 
 
There are two other issues you also need to assess: the readiness for change of the leaders 
and the members. 
 
Leadership Readiness 
 
How committed are the leaders to this initiative?  Please complete the following survey. 
 
Actions of Leaders as Sponsors of Change  

Low                      High 
1. How unhappy are the leaders with the current situation? 
 1     2     3     4     5     6 

2. What is the level of understanding by the leaders of the amount 
of disruption created by the change? 1     2     3     4     5     6 

3. What is the level of organizational power and influence that the 
leaders have to implement the change? 1     2     3     4     5     6 

4. What is the level of willingness the leaders have to publicly and 
privately convey strong support for the change? 1     2     3     4     5     6 

5. What is the level of willingness the leaders have to use positive 
and negative consequences to support the change? 1     2     3     4     5     6 

6. What is the level of willingness the leaders have to change their 
behavior to be consistent with the goals of the change? 1     2     3     4     5     6 

 
Leaders must be on-board with the change for it to be successful.  Getting leaders on-board is a 
one-on-one exercise.  This must be done first before the change is implemented.  The other 
leaders in your organization must be convinced about your commitment to the change before 
they will join up.  And like other members, you have to address how the change will affect them.  
 
How can the leaders’ commitment to the change be strengthened? 
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Member Readiness 
 
 
Who are the critical targets of this change (list individuals or groups)? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What is the level of the members’ readiness for change?  Please complete the following survey. 
 
 Readiness for Change 

High Medium Low 
 

1. Have the members been introduced to change 
principles and practices? 

 

 
Yes Somewhat No 

 

2. How often have the members experienced 
successful change in the past? 

 

 
Often Sometimes Never 

 

3. How many major changes are currently in 
progress or have recently been completed? 

 
Fewer 
than 

Normal 

About 
Normal 

More 
than 

Normal 
4. In the past, have members been rewarded or 

punished for attempting to make changes? 
 

 
Rewarded Inconsistently 

Applied 
Punished

 
 

 
Low member readiness for change can make the change take longer than necessary.  Helping 
members understand the change process often improves their readiness for the change.  
Acknowledging and honoring the legacy of past successes also helps members move more 
confidently into the future. 
 
What steps can be taken to improve the members’ readiness for change? 
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Step #6:  Change Implementation Resistance Phase 
 
How will resistance to this initiative be expressed?  Overt resistance is when the member 
speaks out against the change or openly refuses to change their behavior.  Covert resistance is 
when the member tries to undermine the change by spreading false information or by privately 
pointing out all the negative consequences of the change (real or imagined) to those who are 
undecided. 
 
How will overt resistance be expressed? How will covert resistance be expressed? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
What specific action steps will be used to surface and dissipate resistance? 
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Step #7:  Change Implementation Compliance Phase 
 
In this step, you want to take action to move members towards compliance.  The goal of this 
step is to have members actually try out the behaviors associated with the change.  Most 
actions in this step revolve around making sure members: 
 

• Understand why the change is necessary – Continue to explain the reasons for the 
change until everyone is tired of hearing it.  It will take time for members to understand 
the change because they may have an “I’ll see it, when I believe it” mind set. 

 
• Have the skills and knowledge to perform the new behaviors – Focus on building 

skills required for the change.  Give them a chance to practice new skills. 
 

• Receive coaching to gain confidence – In your role as coach, spend time “catching 
people doing something right.”  Encourage movement towards the change by: 

 Give feedback to any positive movement towards the change 
 Tell them what they did right.  Be specific as possible. 
 Tell them why it is important – Connect the good behavior to the success of the 

change. 
 Thank them and ask them to keep doing it. 

 
What action steps will be used to move members towards compliance? 
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Step #8:  Change Implementation Commitment Phase 
 
Commitment to the change is the last phase in the process.  Commitment means that the 
member understands the importance of the change, has physically changed their behavior and 
emotionally accepts the change.  For the change to succeed, you will need a critical mass of 
members committed to the change. 
 
The first group to work on is the early adapters.  Because they are positive about the change 
from the start, they need to be coached through the inevitable disappointments they will feel as 
they experience “informed pessimism.”  Promise problems and casualties.  Let these members 
know the good and bad news quickly.  Involve them in the planning and implementation of the 
change. 
 
Work with the fence sitters next.  Make sure they know how the change will impact them.  Help 
them identify the barriers to the change and involve them in either eliminating the barriers or 
reducing their impact.  Place members of this group with early adapters to help them along.  
Allow members to express their fears, concerns and grief.  Treat these feeling as legitimate. 
 
Don’t expect true resisters to become committed to the change, but don’t allow them to keep 
others from taking the step.  Apply positive and negative consequences to this group.  Reward 
movement towards the change and punish attempts to block the change. 
 
 
What action steps will be used to move members towards commitment? 
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Making the Marriage Work – Volunteer And Career 

 
 

How can we account for the level of emotion 
this change has generated?  To many, it 
doesn’t seem right to pay people to give back 
to their community.  The perception is that this 
may be the beginning of a power grab by fire 
departments and public officials to take over 
EMS for their own purposes.  If not handled 
properly, the integration of career and 
volunteer EMS personnel can create distrust, 
turf issues and lingering problems. 

 

 
Another way to view this change is that it signals a fundamental structural change in EMS work.  
This change is driven by increasing demands for services at a time when volunteers are getting 
harder to find and keep.  The signs have been there for some time, but like most evolving 
events, they went unnoticed or were discounted in importance until they became a crisis.  The 
current challenge for leaders is to make the marriage work. 
 
To make this work, leaders have to treat it as a major change event that also includes changing 
the organization’s culture over time.  This is no small order.  If the change implementation is too 
slow or too weak, the current culture will repulse the change.  If the change implementation is 
too disruptive, the collateral damage can be high, and people may rationalize, “We had to 
destroy the agency to save it.” 
 
We have found that this marriage has made members more sensitive about labels.  For 
example, volunteers feel they are as professional as those paid to do the same job.  Paid 
professionals may not always agree with this and can adopt a condescending attitude that only 
makes matters worse.  For the purposes of our discussion, we will refer to volunteers as 
“volunteer professionals.”  When we refer to those who are paid for the same work, we will refer 
to them as “career professionals.”  When we refer to both groups together, we will call this team 
“volunteer and career professionals.” 
 
How might this tension play out in your agency?  What are the landmines of sensitivity for both 
groups?  Take a minute and think about the “true resisters” on each side of the marriage.  What 
are they going to say (or do) to the other side that will be barriers to making the marriage work? 
 
Volunteer Professionals’ Sensitivity Landmines Career Professionals’ Sensitivity Landmines 
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Now think about what each side will do or say to “set the other off.” 
Volunteers set off career personnel by saying 
or doing … 
 
 
 
 
 

Career personnel set off volunteers by saying 
or doing… 

 
What actions might you take to keep this from happening? 
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Culture Change 
 
To begin, let’s take a look at what we mean by culture change.  Simply stated, culture is “the 
way we do things around here.”  More specifically, culture is made up of individual: 
 

 Beliefs – The values members hold about what is good or bad, right or wrong.  
Example:  “Volunteers should not be paid for giving service.” 

 
 Behaviors – Actions based on beliefs about what members should or should not do.  

Example:  “EMS professionals should always act with confidence to reassure patients.” 
 

 Assumptions – Unexamined explanations of the way their world works based on past 
experience.  Example:  “Paid professionals don’t respect volunteers.” 

 
Therefore, to make the marriage work leaders must modify beliefs, behaviors and assumptions 
by both volunteer and career professionals.  To accomplish this, leaders must move both 
groups from: 
 

 Independence to Interdependence 
 Hostility to Support 

 
Take a moment to examine your beliefs, behaviors and assumptions about the marriage. 
 
Beliefs – What values do both groups hold in common?  What values are different? 
 
 
 
 
 
Behaviors – What behaviors would you use to characterize volunteers vs. career professionals? 
 
 
 
 
 
Assumptions – What assumptions do both groups hold about each other?  How valid are these 
assumptions? 
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Implementation Change Strategy 
 
We have said that the marriage will survive if leaders move both groups towards 
interdependence and active support.  Let’s look at each separately. 
 
From Independence to Interdependence 
 
1. One strategy is to not build two separate organizations that can stand alone.  We are just 

reinforcing independence.  Create jobs that require interdependence of action. 
 
2. Find common values between the groups and use these in your vision of the future.   
 
3. Expect resistance to this change, but keep it in the open so you can deal with it.  Use the 

tactics for resistance to change discussed in the Change Process section.  Discuss 
inaccurate assumptions the groups have about each other.   

 
4. Spend the most time with your early adapters and create a critical mass of committed 

members to work on the fence sitters. 
 
Given your organization’s unique situation, how might you move both groups towards 
interdependence?  Identify the behaviors you want from both groups that indicate 
interdependence. 
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From Hostility to Support 
 
1. Refocus volunteer professional’s resistance to the change from the career professionals to 

the realization that the business is undergoing fundamental change.  Help them understand 
that a future with career professionals is more attractive than one without them.  Do not 
support a “win-lose” mindset. 

 
2. Make it clear to the career professionals that their future is better with volunteer 

professionals in it, and that they must accept and respect the volunteers’ legacy.  Do not 
support a “win-lose” mindset.  Apply consequences.  Reward those who move towards the 
change and punish those who create barriers. 

 
3. Make sure that support given is balanced by support received.  Don’t let the give-get 

relationship get out of balance. 
 
4. Don’t expect the emotions of support to come easily.  Focus on moving both groups through 

the physical and intellectual stages of change first. 
 
Given your organization’s unique situation, how might you move both groups towards support?  
Identify the behaviors you want from both groups that indicate support. 
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The Recruiting Process 
 

Can a strong recruiting process save a weak 
retention process?  Before you answer that 
question, consider the amount of time you spend 
on both.  If you are like most EMS Agencies, you 
spend a lot more time on recruiting than on 
retention.  For many, this is similar to filling a 
bucket with water that has a hole in the bottom.  
Does your organization have a bad case of the 
leaky bucket syndrome? 
 
 

 
This section deals with the recruiting process and its relationship with the retention process.  
The focus here is to understand how these two processes should work together.  Because the 
output of the recruiting process is the input of the retention process, the hand-off between the 
two is critical. 
 
The Recruiting Process 
 
Your recruiting process should be designed to find and convince good people to join the 
agency.  Think of the recruiting process as a pipeline of potential members moving towards 
affiliation with the agency.  
 
There are normally three sources of potential members to feed this pipeline: 
 

 Advertising – Advertising is used to make potential members more aware of your 
organization.  This activity must be done over and over again because it takes time to 
reach all members of the community and there are competing messages in the 
communication channel. 

 
 Networking/Word of Mouth – This source is composed of “talent scouts” that introduce 

the organization to potential members and make the first connection.  Once established, 
the network is more effective in bringing in a consistent stream of candidates who have 
been “pre-screened” by the scouts. 

 
 Legacy/Family Member – This source has the most power in attracting new members 

since they usually have intimate contact with the organization.  Over use of this source 
may limit a full representation of the community in the pipeline. 
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What sources do you use in your recruiting pipeline?  How can you broaden your pipeline 
sources? 
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The pipeline itself is composed of potential members who are: 
 

 Unaware – These are potential members in the community who are not aware of the 
potential opportunities in EMS. 

 
 Aware – These are potential members who are aware but have not yet experienced an 

event that moves them towards seeking more information or contact with the agency. 
 

 Interested – These are potential members who are actively interested.  They are 
seeking information and contact.  They may or may not be a good fit.  Their interest will 
diminish if you do not actively cultivate it.  From a public relations point of view, 
screening out members should take place at this step. 

 
 Intimate - These are potential members who have enough intimate knowledge of the 

organization to determine if affiliation is the right step.  It is at this point that both sides 
form expectations and they should be mutually clarified. 

 
From a process point of view, you should have a series of actions that you take at each point in 
the pipeline to move potential members towards affiliation. 
 
List the actions you currently take or should be taking at each point in the pipeline. 
 
Unaware 
 
 
 
 
Aware 
 
 
 
 
Interested 
 
 
 
 
Intimate 
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The Hand-Off 
 
It would be a mistake to think that the recruiting process and the retention process are separate.  
The two should flow easily together because the hand-off from one to the other is the most 
important step in your recruiting process.  Done well, this step can significantly add to the 
retention of members since the majority of new members are lost within 90 days of this hand-off. 
 
The specific programs that should facilitate this hand-off are discussed in the next section. 
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The Retention Process 

 
 

Your retention process should be designed to 
keep good people longer.  That is the name of 
the game.  Think of members as clocks with 
retention springs.  Over time the retention 
spring winds down and sooner or later 
members are going to leave.  Members have 
told us that there are certain events that 
impact their retention springs, and your 
retention process should be designed to 
reduce the impact of damaging events and 
reinforce the impact of energizing events.  
Because these events occur over the lifetime 
that the member stays with the squad, they fall 
into three major phases of what we call the 
member’s “retention life-cycle.” 

 

 

 
The Retention Life Cycle 
 
Here are the three major phases that members go through over time. 
 
 

Active
Involvement

Lead/
Mastery

Invest/
Train

Average Volunteer Life Cycle Time Line in Years
0                   1                   2                    3                    4                   5

Poor Job 
Match

Time Conflicts

Intepersonal 
Conflicts

Burnout

Low 
Commitment

Common Retention Barriers Leading to Turnover

Inadequate
Orientation

Declining
Competencies

 
 
 

• Invest & Train – In this phase, members go through training and are prepared for 
service.  This phase, people tell us, can last from seven to eighteen months.  The major 
retention barriers in this step are poor job match and inadequate orientation.  Losing a 
member at this point carries a high price tag since you have invested a great deal of time 
and effort that will be lost if the member leaves. 

 



Page 32 
 

• Active Involvement – In this phase, members become active in service delivery.  If they 
are successful in the job, this can lead to high job satisfaction that reinforces 
commitment to the squad.  The major barriers are time conflicts with work, family or 
school, interpersonal conflicts with other members and burnout.  Losing a member at 
this point impacts the day-to-day operations and places stress on those who have to pick 
up the slack. 

 
• Lead & Mastery – In this phase, members decide how deeply they want to be involved 

by taking on a leadership role or by developing a higher level of technical mastery.  The 
major barriers are declining commitment and falling behind technically.  Losing a 
member at this phase means that critical know-how and experience will be lost that will 
take time to replace.  In addition, this know-how and experience will not be available to 
guide newer members. 
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The Program Trap 
 
Having identified retention problems, it is at this point that many organizations fall into the 
“program trap.”  This trap is based on the assumption that each new retention problem needs a 
new program.  This approach can lead to multiple programs with multiple goals consuming 
scarce resources.  And as programs become stale, a search is launched for “new” programs.  If 
you want to maximize your efforts, you should be focusing on fewer rather than more retention 
programs, and those programs should be based on principles of retention rather than on 
specific problems. 
 
 
Retention Principles 
 
Here are the principles we have in mind. 
 
 

 The Belonging Principle – Members stay longer when they feel welcome, needed and 
respected.  This means that: 
 

 Members feel welcome when all members accept them into the organization.  
This, by the way, does not happen just at the start of membership.  This feeling 
has to continue throughout the relationship.  And unfortunately, some members 
“wear out their welcome.” 
 

 Members feel needed when they are asked to contribute to the organization’s 
success.  The feeling deepens as the organization comes to rely upon them.  
Don’t confuse asking members to do jobs that no one wants to do as fulfilling this 
need. 
 

 Members feel respected when others value what they do or say.  This is such a 
strong need that high levels of disrespect can result in people “going postal.” 
 

• The Success Principle – Squad members stay longer when they achieve success in 
important personal goals.  To use this principle: 

 
 Find out what’s bothering people – The means systematically asking people what 

is bothering them, listening and understanding their point of view, and taking 
action to reduce the frustration. 

 
 Keep the give/get checkbook in balance – This means that when members join, 

they have expectations about what they will be asked to give and what they 
expect in return.  When this checkbook gets too far out of balance, members 
leave. 

 
 Hook them on life-long learning – EMS providers tell us that learning new things 

is one of the attractions to the profession.  A really solid, high quality, on-going 
training program is a must. 
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• The Friends & Family Principle – Members stay longer when they develop strong 

personal relationships within the squad.  To use this principle: 
 

 Develop a relationship-friendly organization environment – Manage cliques, 
keep cooperation high, and quickly diffuse interpersonal conflicts.  When 
members are having problems, see that someone comes to their aid. 

 
 Select relationship-friendly members.  Carefully select the right new members 

who can support an environment of friends and family. 
 

 Hold relationship-friendly activities – Leaders need to support activities and 
values that keep the friends and family environment alive. 

 
 Eliminate those unsupportive of relationships – Regular weeding out of those 

who do not support a friends and family environment is a part of good 
leadership. 
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Core Retention Programs 
 
Our point of view is that you should have a few, well run retention programs.  We have not seen 
much evidence that “more is better.”  We have highlighted six programs in this section.  These 
programs should acknowledge that members’ needs change over time as described in the 
retention life-cycle principle.  Except for new member orientation and training, the list is not in 
any order.  If your EMS agency is not large enough to manage all six programs, think of ways to 
have events throughout the year that cover these programs’ content. 
 
1. New Member Orientation & Training Program – This is the most important program that 

an organization should have to maximize retention efforts.  The program should include: 
 

 An introduction to the history and the communities it serves. 
 A personal introduction to all officers and their responsibilities as elected leaders. 
 Social functions or a mentor to introduce new members to groups and/or individuals. 
 An introduction to the cultural values that all members are expected to uphold in how 

they treat each other and how to interact with patients and the public. 
 Instruction on how to perform the basic maintenance of vehicles, equipment and 

buildings. 
 Instruction on how to perform basic EMS life saving services. 
 Instruction on how to perform the tasks in their initial assignments. 
 A 90-day formal review to gather feedback from the new member and to identify any 

additional training or orientation required. 
 A set of measurements to determine new member progress. 

 
The program should have an orientation checklist to set expectations and guide the new 
member through the first 90 days. 

 
How would you rate your new member orientation program? (High - Medium – Low).  What 
changes should you make to maximize its effectiveness? 
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2. Membership Feedback Program – This program is designed to maintain an appropriate 

level of contact with all members to: 
 

 Uncover areas of individual concern before they become serious barriers to success. 
 Let them know when they are doing a good job. 

 
The program should have both formal and informal components. 
 
Formal – An officer should meet annually with each active member to discuss whether or 
not the member’s expectations are being met.  This review should lead to appropriate action 
planning to keep the “give-get relationship” in balance. 
 
Informal – Leaders should be trained in basic coaching techniques to know how to give and 
get feedback. 

 
How would you rate your organization on maintaining contact with members?  
(High – Medium - Low)  What changes should you make to maximize the feedback process? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. EMS Agency Improvement Program – This program is designed to identify those policies, 

practices and methods that are outdated, ineffective and need to be improved.  Each year 
the squad should take a systematic review of “how we do things around here” and make 
them better.  Call it a “Cut Out the B.S. Program.”  Suggested places to investigate include: 

 
 Bureaucratic practices that were designed to solve an old problem that no longer exists. 
 Work methods that have too many unnecessary steps. 
 Policies that cannot realistically be enforced or have no clear positive impact. 

 
How would you rate the squad’s effectiveness at continuously improving itself?  
(High – Medium – Low).  What changes should you make to maximize improvements? 
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4. Leadership Development Program – This program is designed to ensure that the 

organization has a ready supply of trained, experienced leaders.  Current and potential 
leaders should have the following skills and experience: 

 
 One-on-one coaching skills to identify and correct performance problems. 
 Meeting facilitation skills to make meetings a more effective management tool. 
 Interpersonal sensitivity skills to identify and resolve conflicts resulting in a “win-win” 

resolution. 
 Exhibit a bias for action with a sense of urgency and the persistence to follow through to 

ensure results. 
 Oral communication skills to speak clearly and concisely in groups and one-on-one.  

Listen to others’ concerns, suggestions and questions. 
 
How would you rate the overall leadership skills in your organization?  (High – Medium – Low).  
What changes would you make to maximize leadership development? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. Professional Development Program – Professional development has been identified as a 

strong need for most EMS professionals.  In fact, many business professionals will give up 
raises and promotions to move towards mastery in an area they are passionate about.  
Suggested approaches are: 

 
 Ask members with higher certification levels to instruct others on topics required for 

advancement. 
 Bring in guest speakers from the community to educate members on local needs and 

concerns about patient care. 
 Ask the State of West Virginia or look at EMS related web sites for professional 

development programs.  See the Resources Section on page 45 for suggestions. 
 
What is the overall level of professional development activities in the organization?  (High – 
Medium – Low).  What can you do to maximize professional development? 
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6. Relationship Building Program – Actions and activities in this program are designed to: 
 

 Improve the acceptance of individual members. 
 Encourage the development of strong personal relationships. 
 Create a family and team-focused environment that builds individual commitment. 
 Sponsor activities that balance fun with community service. 

 
Suggested activities include: 
 

 Providing a mentor or “buddy” who introduces the new member to others. 
 Provide activities that bring together members who would not usually mingle on their 

own.  Use picnics, socials, and training to “mix and match.” 
 As part of each training session, take time to build relationships before, during or after 

the training. 
 
How would you rate the overall strength of personal relationships in the squad?  (High – 
Medium – Low).  What changes should you make to improve relationships? 
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 Moving From Good Intentions to Results 
 
 

By now you should have decided whether you 
are comfortable with your retention efforts or 
find that you have more work to do.  Hopefully, 
you have found some good ideas that you 
want to try out with your squad.  This section is 
designed to help you organize your thoughts 
and develop a plan of action.  It is also a 
summary of all of the key points in the 
workbook. 
 
Answer the questions below to help you get 
focused. 

 

 
First retention project, Mark? 

 
 
1. What is the most critical retention gap you face in your agency?  A gap is the difference 

between where you want to be and where you are right now. 
 
 
 
 
2. How important is closing this gap?  What will happen if you don’t do anything? 
 
 
 
 
3. What is the urgency in closing this gap?  How much time do you have to close this gap 

before something serious might happen? 
 
 
 
 
4. Why aren’t the current retention programs successful in addressing this gap? 
 
 
 
 
5. What actions must you take in the next 90 days to show significant improvement in closing 

this gap? 
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The Impact of Change 
 
Next, let’s look into the impact of change on your action plan.  Now is a good time to review the 
Crisis of Change section to refresh your memory.  Please complete the following survey. 
 

Questions Circle One 
1. How disruptive will this change be to those who have to 

change? 
High Medium Low 

 

2. How consistent is this change with the current culture? 
 

High Medium Low 
 

3. How supportive will other leaders be to this change? 
 

High Medium Low 
 

4. What is the level of readiness for change in the 
organization? 

High Medium Low 
 

5. What is the level of resistance expected to this change? High Medium Low 
 
Based on the questions above, what is the level of risk associated with the implementation? 
 

High Risk 
 High levels of disruption caused by the change. 
 Change inconsistent with the current culture. 
 Low level of leaders’ support for the change. 
 Low level of readiness for change in the squad. 
 High level of resistance expected. 

 
                                                              Circle One 

Risk Associated With This Change High Medium Low 
 
What steps do you plan to take to move your organization from resistance to compliance and 
finally to commitment?  Remember your steps will be different for Early Adapters, Fence Sitters 
and True Resisters. 
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Using Retention Principles 
 
How well does your action plan use sound retention principles?  Please complete the following 
survey.  How well does your action plan: 
 

Questions Circle One 
The Belonging Principle  
1. Help members feel more welcome? High Medium Low 
2. Help members feel more needed? High Medium Low 
3. Help members feel more respected? High Medium Low 
The Success Principle  
4. Help find out what’s bothering people? High Medium Low 
5. Keep the give/get checkbook in balance? High Medium Low 
6. Hook members on life-long learning? High Medium Low 
The Friends & Family Principle  
7. Help develop a relationship-friendly environment? High Medium Low 
8. Help select relationship-friendly members? High Medium Low 
9. Help improve relationship-friendly activities? High Medium Low 
10. Help eliminate those unsupportive of relationships? High Medium Low 
 
While it is unlikely that you will use all these principles in your action plan, the more principles 
you use, the more effective the plan will be. 
 
How might you modify your action plan to incorporate more retention principles? 
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Core Retention Programs 
 
Does your action plan add retention programs rather than strengthen the ones you already 
have?  As we said before, we have not seen much evidence that “more is better.” 
 
Does your action plan strengthen any of the following programs? 
 

 New Member Orientation & Training Program 
 Member Feedback Program 
 EMS Agency Improvement Program 
 Leadership Development Program 
 Professional Development Program 
 Relationship Building Program 

 
 

Keeping The Best! 
 
We have said it before, but it bears repeating.  Retention is all about keeping good people 
longer.  We hope this workbook has sparked in you a desire to continue to improve your 
retention of good people.  Good people are hard to find and even harder to keep.  And you are 
going to need good people to remain competitive in the future.  Let us know if we can help! 
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Resources 
 
 

Office of Emergency Medical Services, 
West Virginia Trauma and Emergency Care System 
Bureau for Public Health 
350 Capitol Street, Room 425 
Charleston, West Virginia 25301 
304-558-3956 
www.wvoems.org 
 
West Virginia EMS Technical Support Network 
4921 Elk River Road 
Elkview, West Virginia 25071 
800-525-6324 
 
National Highway Traffic Safety Administration 
EMS Division 
www.nhtsa.dot.gov/people/injury/ems/index.html 
 
United States Fire Administration, Department of Homeland Security, 
Federal Emergency Management Agency  
Use the search feature to order or download fire and EMS recruitment and retention related 
publications 
http://www.usfa.fema.gov/applications/publications/ 
 
 
National EMS Management Association (NEMSMA) 
www.nemsma.org 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


