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Abstract  
 

 This project examined Country Fire Authority (CFA) volunteer 

firefighters opinions concerning the current training process, including quality of 

training, quality of the learning materials used, access to training, perceived relevance 

of training, and quality of assessment. The CFA was presented with a report of the 

results, and recommendations for the areas volunteers felt need improvement. This 

study filled a seven year gap of information in volunteer opinion. 
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Executive Summary  
 

 The Country Fire Authority is a large volunteer based organization 

dedicated to fire protection in the State of Victoria.  Firefighters must be well trained 

in methods of fighting fires to protect themselves and others.  Volunteer firefighters 

cannot dedicate as much to their training as a full-time career firefighter can.  

Therefore, volunteer firefighter training must be closely scrutinized through the 

assessment of their skills.   

The last study of volunteer opinion of training was conducted in 2001, 

meaning a gap of information exists concerning volunteer opinion.  Recently, there 

have been concerns expressed by some volunteers, and the CFA is worried that these 

concerns may be a reflection of their entire volunteer base.  The goal of this project 

was to examine the opinions of volunteer firefighters and provide analysis on the 

findings.   

 The teamôs objectives were centered on volunteer opinions of quality 

of training, quality of the learning materials used, access to training, perceived 

relevance of training, and quality of assessment.  In order to meet these objectives, the 

team designed and administered phone and online surveys.  To create a statistically 

significant sample, 260 volunteers were selected for the phone survey.  The selection 

of the volunteers to be surveyed was based on a stratified random sample reflecting 

the age, gender, and regional composition of the total CFA volunteer population. The 

online survey was posted on the CFA website, Brigades Online, and was open to all 

CFA volunteers for a period of three weeks. The data from the surveys were used to 

analyze the opinions of volunteer firefighters, particularly concerning their opinions 

on the training process.   The information from the online survey was used to support 

the conclusions drawn from the phone survey. 
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 The conclusions drawn from the analysis of the survey provided, in 

general, a positive opinion on the current training programs. However, there were 

areas that volunteers wanted to see improvement in.  A majority of volunteers want to 

see reference and learning materials posted online, and to lesser extent online training 

courses.  Volunteers also wanted to see an increase in the amount of practical training.  

Additionally, volunteers felt that their skills were not being assessed enough at a 

brigade level. 

These and other conclusions led to the team developing seven 

recommendations for the CFA.  We ranked our recommendations in terms of impact 

on training and ease of implementation.  These recommendations are: 

 

1. Make reference and learning materials available online to volunteers. 

2. Develop a notification system to alert volunteers of when their required 

competencies need to be renewed. 

3. Urge brigade captains to conduct more regular skill assessments. 

4. Offer the same course at various days and times across the week and 

weekends to fit volunteer availability; be more flexible with training times. 

5. Add more practical training exercises wherever possible. 

6. Develop some online training courses to supplement classroom and practical 

training. 

7. Assess major risks (petrol plants, maritime) at a brigade level and address 

these in training.  

8. Continue to strive towards the standardization of training methods with AFAC 

standards.  
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As a volunteer based organization, the CFA must make sure their volunteers are 

properly trained and satisfied with their training.  By implementing these 

recommendations the CFA will better cater training for the volunteers and help to 

ease any concerns they have regarding their training.  By responding to the 

volunteersô concerns, the CFA will improve training, help to create a safer work 

environment, and increase volunteer satisfaction.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

 Everyday around the world, firefighters work hard to save lives and 

property from different kinds of hazards.  Much is at stake in the dangerous situations 

that they encounter daily.  Firefighters must be knowledgeable and well trained in the 

most up- to-date methods of fighting fires to protect themselves and others.  Because 

of their career choices, volunteer firefighters cannot dedicate as much to their training 

as a full-time career firefighter can.  Therefore, volunteer firefighter training must be 

closely scrutinized through constant assessment of skills and knowledge of 

techniques.   

 Victoria is a large and diverse state.  The terrain ranges from large 

urban areas, where nearly 70% of the population lives, to wide sweeping rural areas, 

where less than 13% of the population lives.  Because of the wide spectrum of 

firefighting skills and needs that Victoria requires from its fire service, concerns with 

the training of volunteer firefighters have arisen (Butler and Stitz).  The Country Fire 

Authority (CFA) is Victoriaôs largest fire protection organization and is charged with, 

among other things, ensuring proper training of all the volunteer firefighters in the 

state outside of Melbourne.   All volunteers are given the same basic training.  The 

depth of training, however, differs between rural and urban brigades.  In rural areas, 

volunteers are trained in everything from bushfires and structure fires to flood 

assistance.  In suburban Victoria, the range of training is much more diverse, 

including topics such as hazardous materials response and urban search and rescue.  

The wide range of topics that the volunteers are trained in makes it a challenge to 

uniformly evaluate the effectiveness of the CFAôs training.   

In 2000, the CFA initiated a complete overhaul of the training methods used 

for volunteers.  In 2001, an organization-wide training summit was held to assess the 
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strengths and weaknesses of the new methods and to address any other training 

concerns.  At the summit, numerous issues were addressed and tentative solutions 

agreed upon.  In addition to unaddressed concerns from the summit, other issues and 

concerns have developed in the past seven years.     

Since the summit, there has been no subsequent research conducted on the 

training of volunteer firefighters in the CFA.  The summit made progress in 

identifying problems in training and had good ideas for solving some of the problems.  

However, since then, there has been little done to investigate what volunteers think of 

their training now.  A gap of information exists between the 2001 summit and the 

issues concern todayôs volunteers.  The quality of the learning materials, quality of 

assessment, overall quality of training, relevance of training, and access to training are 

issues that volunteers of the CFA have expressed concern with.  The validity of these 

concerns and the percentage of members who have these concerns were unknown.  

However, for the safety of the firefighters and the people and property they protect, 

their governing organization, the CFA, has a responsibility to investigate these 

concerns further.  With a volunteer base of nearly 59,000 people, this was a large 

undertaking.   

The goal of this project was to reveal the opinions of the CFAôs volunteer 

firefighters in regards to their training.  To realize this goal, information from a 

telephone and an online survey conducted by the team was used to investigate the 

opinions of volunteers regarding the training process.  Specific emphasis was given to 

the issues of overall quality of training, quality of assessments, perceived relevance of 

training, access of training, and learning materials used.  The team determined that 

volunteer opinion was mostly positive.  However the volunteers had several issues 

with their training including, but not limited to, the lack of practical training, the lack 
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of online materials and courses, and the lack of flexibility of training times.  Using 

this data, the team formulated recommendations for the CFA to help them work 

towards resolving the concerns of their volunteers regarding training. 
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Chapter 2: Background  

For a firefighter, training is a continuous process. They cannot allow their 

skills to fall out of practice, lest they become a danger to themselves, the people they 

protect, and their peers.  The CFA is responsible for, among other things, ensuring the 

volunteer firefighters of Victoria receive regular training that is up to national and 

international standards.  In 2001, the CFA held a training summit to evaluate the 

strengths and weaknesses of their training methods.  Since then, the CFA has worked 

to resolve the issues that were raised at the summit, however some problems have 

proven difficult to address.  For an organization that has a wide scope of members and 

is critical to public safety, such as the CFA, volunteer training must be effective and 

efficient.  This chapter examines the CFA as an organization, including its standards 

and the 2001 training summit. 

 

2.1 The Country Fire Authority  

Organized fire protection in the State of Victoria began in 1890 with 

implementation of the Fire Brigades Act (About CFA: History).  This legislation 

created two organizations, the Metropolitan Fire Brigades Board (MFBB) and the 

Country Fire Brigades Board (CFBB), to coordinate the limited resources of 

Melbourne and the surrounding country to fight fires more effectively.  In 1926, the 

first largely volunteer firefighter association was formed after a series of devastating 

bushfires.  This organization, the Bush Fire Brigades, was run by the State Forest 

Department and held little power and few resources.  From 1939 to 1944, several 

particularly destructive bushfires convinced the government that more had to be done 

to protect the people and wealth of Victoria from these natural disasters.  The 
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government responded by passing legislation to create the Country Fire Authority on 

April 2
nd

, 1945.  The organization was further refined in 1958 with the passing of the 

CFA Act, which although it has been amended some, still governs the CFAôs 

everyday workings.  Through this rich history of service, the CFA has evolved into 

the large and influential organization it is now. 

Today, the Country Fire Authority (CFA) is the largest fire protection 

organization in Victoria, Australia.  Its 59,509 volunteers and 700 career firefighters 

(CFA 2007 Annual Report) are responsible for putting out fires all over the state, a 

coverage area of over 150,000 square km containing more than 2.5 million people 

(About CFA).  This includes all of Victoria except for the city of Melbourne, which is 

protected by the Metropolitan Fire Brigade (MFB).  The firefighters are divided into 

1,209 brigades in 20 regions, which are divided into nine areas as seen in Figure 1 

below.  The CFA also has seven training centers spread across Victoria to keep its 

members well trained and educated. 

 

Figure 1- Map of CFA Areas and Regions 
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2.1.1 Mission of the CFA  

The goal of any community service organization is to protect or serve the 

general public.  This is no different for the Country Fire Authority.  The CFA operates 

in the State of Victoria and is responsible for protecting all the land within the state, 

excluding the city of Melbourne as well as State forests and National Parks.  The 

CFAôs mission is to ñbe a professional community-based organization which will 

perform to agreed standards in the achievement of community safety outcomes, 

sustainable and dynamic into the future.ò (2001 CFA Annual Report).  As an 

organization that deals with fire safety and firefighting, their objective is to meet the 

minimum standards set forth by agencies such as the International Standards 

Organization (ISO) and Australasian Fire Authorities Council (AFAC).  In addition, 

they strive to provide the community with information about fire safety and provide 

citizens with a professional and well trained firefighting and emergency response 

force.  To achieve these goals, the CFAôs members are involved in rigorous training, 

effective management and emergency planning, and various community awareness 

programs (2007 CFA Annual Report). 

 Other goals of the CFA are ñto provide a cost effective fire and 

emergency service for the people of Victoriaò and ñto create a safe community 

through best practice and continuous improvement.ò (2001 CFA Annual Report).  

These are long range goals and for successful completion they must be achieved 

through upper management by creating objectives and goals for the individuals to 

carry out.   The most important steps to achieve these goals are listed below: 
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¶ ñEffectively implementing the major outputs in our Annual Plansò 

¶ ñMonitoring incident trends and social change in order that we can target  

services where they are most needed and identify and address potential 

problems at an early stageò  

¶ ñMonitoring trends in our own resource base and our efficiency and 

effectiveness.ò  (2001 CFA Annual Report) 

 

The objectives and the ways to meet these objectives have been thoroughly 

considered and the successful implementation of the solutions will help boost the 

entire CFA and in turn, the training program. 

 

2.2 Standards for Training  

 The development of national standards for fire service was started in 1989 by 

the Australian Fire Authorities Councils (AFAC) (CFA L&D Strategy).  AFAC is the 

organization that represents all fire services and land management agencies.  The 

standards that were developed are used to ensure that a common standard exists for 

training used by all fire agencies in Australia.   

 The standards are implemented by using "training packages."  These training 

packages are divided into two parts, endorsed and non-endorsed.  The endorsed 

component includes competency standards, assessment guidelines and qualifications, 

while the non-endorsed components include learning strategies, assessment resources, 

and professional development materials.  The endorsed component is the definition of 

what a firefighter needs to know and be able to do in order to be qualified, whereas 

the non-endorsed component is the traditional curriculum.  

 The skills and practices, while they adhere to the standards, are usually passed 
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between people or brigades by demonstration or word of mouth, as not all of the 

standards are written out in a form that is useful on a brigade level.  Other standards 

are specified in a set of documents called Fire Ground Practices (FGPs).  FGPs are 

primarily the standards that relate to basic fire ground operations and the operation of 

ground equipment.  These standards have been important to the maintenance of skill 

levels and ensuring that performance across the state is consistent. 

 

2.3 Current Training Methods of CFA  

Since the CFA is primarily a volunteer organization, its training methods must 

fit with the unique situations that come along with having a volunteer organization.  

Instructors give a lot of individual attention to students who are having trouble instead 

of failing them.  As a result, their passing rate is extremely high (Butler and Stitz).  

Additionally, CFA brigades do not operate strictly on a pass/fail scale.  The standard 

procedure is for volunteers to be classified as competent in an area as soon as they 

pass the course.  This policy is necessary because the CFA needs all the well trained 

members it can get to run its organization successfully.   

The skills a volunteer for the CFA will learn during training will differ 

depending on which role they choose within the organization.  The major distinction 

between most CFA volunteers is operational or non-operational.  The approximately 

40,000 operational volunteers respond to emergencies and are in all regards, 

firefighters.   The non-operational volunteers (approximately 19,000 people) do 

everything else.  They contribute in many vital areas, which include fundraising, 

administration functions, equipment maintenance and much more.  Training for 

operational volunteers, however, is much more in depth and time consuming than for 

non-operational members. 
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All training conducted by the CFA follows the standards set forth by the 

AFAC and ISO organizations.  The CFA makes every attempt to work around their 

volunteersô jobs, families, and other obligations.  For this reason, training sessions are 

usually conducted during weeknights and weekends.  Weekly training takes place 

most often at the brigade itself, but training is also conducted on a larger scale at 

regional training centers.   

Victoria has seven such training centers located throughout the state.  The 

largest and most centrally located is at Fiskville.  At these training centers, volunteer 

firefighters train in close to real life situations, as seen in Figure 2.  These facilities are 

used by not only operational volunteers but also by officers, career firefighters, and 

corporate entities who wish to train their employees.  The subjects are relevant to the 

firefighting basics and required to keep the volunteers in a safe working environment.  

These subjects include but are not limited to:  basic firefighting, communications, 

leadership training, first aid, fire safety awareness, equipment maintenance, breathing 

apparatus, pump operation, and endorsed truck licensing.  The training is split into 

specific sections based upon the volunteerôs role within the brigade. 

 

Figure 2- Fiskville Training Facility  
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2.4 The 2001 Training Summit  

In 2001, the Country Fire Authority held a summit to address the major issues 

facing their training program, including delivery of training materials, skills 

recognition, and learning systems.  Beyond discussing these topics, the most notable 

reasons for holding the summit were that new legislation was passed requiring certain 

criteria be met, community expectations had changed, and changing legal liability to 

the board and senior management.  The summit brought together a large number of 

CFA members to discuss the issues and provide tentative solutions to the problems. 

The problems that were presented affected the entire CFA. The summit was 

meant to address the big issues and not brigade specific problems.  The summit was 

broken down into several groups, which discussed problems specific to that group.  A 

general overview of the summit, along with groups relevant to the project and some of 

the problems and solutions that were discussed are shown below in Figure 3. 

After the summit was completed, the solutions decided upon were largely left 

in the hands of brigade captains to act upon.  Since there was no central CFA 

department responsible for following through with these tentative solutions, it is 

difficult to determine what suggestions had been implemented and which have not yet 

been put into practice.  For this reason, the CFA does not know what problems still 

exist and what new problems have arisen since 2001.   
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Figure 3- 2001 Summit Overview 
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2.5 Summary  

 This chapter explores the CFA as an organization, its history, and the 

2001 Training Summit.  In addition, this chapter gives an idea of some challenges that 

the volunteers might be facing.  The 2001 Training Summit exhibits what the CFA 

has already done and the gap in information.   
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Chapter 3: Methodology  

The goal of this project was to reveal the opinions of the CFAôs volunteer 

firefighters in regards to their training.  The team accomplished this goal by realizing 

the following objectives: 

 

¶ Determine volunteer opinions regarding the overall quality of training 

¶ Determine volunteer opinions regarding the quality of assessments 

¶ Describe volunteer opinions regarding the relevance of the training 

¶ Determine volunteer opinions regarding accessibility of the training 

¶ Describe volunteer opinions regarding quality of learning materials 

 

The preceding objectives were met by collecting the opinions of CFA 

operational volunteers.  Two surveys were used to collect this information; one 

tailored to be completed online by any non-solicited CFA operational volunteer 

(Appendix A) and the other to be completed by selected volunteers via a phone call 

with a team member or a temporary employee hired by the CFA (Appendix B).  A 

telephone survey of 260 operational volunteers was chosen by the team as the main 

means of data collection because it provided the means to select the survey sample.  

The phone survey sample selected was a random stratified sample that gave a valid 

representation of the entire CFA volunteer firefighter population.  The demographic 

factors that were chosen to divide the sample were age, gender, and region within the 

CFA.  The team was given demographic information for CFA volunteers from a 

report released on February 13, 2008 (Appendix D).  This report provided the team 

with sufficient data to compute the relative demographics for the phone survey.  
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Because approximately 88% of the CFA volunteers are male, 220 of the 260 sampled 

were male.  The volunteers within the CFA were divided into seven age brackets.  The 

survey sample took into account the number of volunteers from each age bracket.  

Additionally, because the CFA consists of 20 different regions, a total of thirteen 

volunteers were surveyed from each region in order to create a balanced sample.  In 

order to create a statistically significant sample for each region, the team selected an 

equal sample of thirteen to be taken from each.  More detailed information of sample 

selection can be found in Section 3.7. 

In addition to the phone survey before it was released to volunteers, an online 

survey was made available to all CFA volunteers.  Since the survey sample would be 

difficult to control, the online survey was used just to enrich and support the results 

obtained from the central phone survey. 

To create and test the survey, the team conducted phone interviews with nine 

CFA instructors.  Instructors were interviewed to ensure that the final survey asked 

questions that were relevant to the training experience and used language that was 

understandable to volunteers.  The teamôs instructor interview plan can be seen in 

Appendix C.  After the instructor interviews, two focus groups were conducted with 

an urban, Hastings, and rural, Pakenham Upper, fire brigade.  Pictures of these focus 

groups can be seen below in Figure 4 and 5 and the teamôs focus group plan can be 

seen in Appendix D.  The volunteers present at the focus groups were issued consent 

forms (Appendix E), and then administered the survey.  The feedback from the focus 

groups was used by the team to further refine and finalize the survey.  The survey was 

revised according to the results obtained from the focus groups and it was then 

presented at the quarterly meeting of the Managers of Training and Development, 

which took place at The Country Place Conference Center on March 20
th
, 2008.  The 
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survey was discussed and approved, with minor changes, by the present managers and 

the teamôs CFA sponsors.  The following week, the survey was launched.  Final 

versions of the online and telephone surveys can be found in Appendix A and 

Appendix B respectively. 

 

Figure 4- Focus Group Picture 1: Max presenting to volunteers. (Left) 

Figure 5- Focus Group Picture 2: Volunteer firefighters taking the survey. (Right) 

 

Both final surveys were created using SurveyMonkey.com.  This website had 

many useful options and settings to help format the survey.  It was easy for the team 

and volunteers to use and it improved survey response and analysis.  The team 

collected, tracked, and analyzed data with SurveyMonkey.comôs useful tools.  

SurveyMonkey.comôs logo can be seen in Figure 6. 

 

Figure 6- SurveyMonkey.com Logo 

 

Before administering the survey, the brigade captains of any brigades involved 

were notified.  They were told by the team that volunteers from their brigade had been 

randomly selected to take a survey regarding volunteer opinions on training.  The 

brigade captains provided permission for the team to contact those volunteers and 

then passed that information on to the selected brigade members.  These actions gave 
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credibility to the survey and allowed volunteers to be comfortable and promoted 

unbiased responses. 

 

3.1 Determine  volunteer opinions regarding  the overall quality 

of train ing  

 The objective regarding the volunteersô opinion on the overall quality of training 

was realized through eight survey questions.  The relevant questions were scale rating 

questions, on a scale of 1-5 with one corresponding to strongly disagree and five 

corresponding to strongly agree, and multiple choice.   An example of a scale rating 

question used in the survey is given below in Figure 7. The scale rating questions 

enabled the interviewees to respond in a way that provided measurable answers to 

questions concerning overall quality of training, perceived competency of the training 

instructors, and renewal of required competencies.  The multiple choice questions 

asked whether or not the CFA recognized any relevant prior training or if volunteers 

were able to receive additional instruction when requested.    

 

Figure 7- Example of a scale rating question 

 

3.2 Determine  volunteer opinions regarding  the quality of 

assessments   

 The section of the survey that was used to determine how the 

volunteers expressed their opinions regarding assessments consisted of two multiple 

choice questions,  two scale rating questions, and one open ended question.  The 
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multiple choice questions were used to describe volunteer opinion on the frequency of 

the assessments.  The scale rating questions provided input on the language used in 

assessments and if the assessments were an accurate reflection of what was taught in 

training courses.  The open ended questions were again used as a space for the 

volunteer to express any recommendations or suggestions they may have had 

concerning their assessments. 

 

3.3 Describe  volunteer opinions regarding  the relevance of the 

training  

 The next set of questions examined the opinions of training relevance 

to the work performed post-training.  These five questions examined the volunteer 

opinions through scale rating and open ended questions.  Through the scale rating 

questions, the volunteers surveyed were able to provide feedback on the training they 

underwent and if that training is applicable to the situations that they have 

encountered since.  The open ended questions provided a means for the volunteers to 

express any suggestions or recommendations that they felt would improve the 

relevance of their training as well as to suggest what additional training the CFA 

should provide. 

 

3.4 Determine  volunteer opinions regarding  accessibility of 

the training  

 To determine the accessibility of training, the surveyed volunteers 

were provided with nine questions that probed the volunteersô opinion on the times 

training was offered, where training was offered, and the accessibility of training 
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instructors.  The questions that were concerned with when and where training was 

offered were in a scale rating format, with an open ended space after each question 

regarding when and where the volunteer thought training should be offered.  The 

questions concerning trainer access were multiple choice.  The questions asked how 

often a trainer was available to the volunteer and then if the volunteer felt that the 

level of availability was sufficient.  Volunteer desire for access to online training 

courses was also explored in this section. 

 

3.5 Describe  volunteer opinions regarding  quality of learning 

materials  

In order to describe the quality of learning materials, the team solicited 

opinions concerning language used in the learning materials and the access to learning 

materials.  The questions regarding learning materials were formatted as three scale 

rating questions and one open ended question.  One of the scale rating questions asked 

how the volunteer would rate the language used in the learning materials.  For 

example, whether the language was difficult to understand or if  it was clear and 

concise, etc.  The second scale question asked if the volunteer was satisfied with the 

level of access they had to learning materials.  The third scale question investigated 

whether volunteers wanted access to online learning materials.  An open ended 

question was used to determine if the volunteer had any specific suggestions or 

recommendations concerning the learning materials. 
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3.6 General Comments  

 In this section, two questions were posed to volunteers to wrap up the 

survey.  The first one asked volunteers to comment on aspects of their training that 

were helpful and that they enjoyed.  This is significant because it shined light on what 

the CFA was doing well.  The last question of the survey asked the volunteers for 

recommendations and suggestions on any aspect of their training.  This allowed 

volunteers to express any concerns that the survey had not already covered. 

 

3.7 Selection of Survey Sample  

 With the phone survey, it was possible for a random stratified sample 

to be used, which created a fairly accurate cross section of the CFA volunteer base.  

Using Excel, a pivot table was produced from the CFAôs volunteer database that 

separated the volunteers by age group, gender, and region.  This pivot table was then 

used to examine the age brackets of each brigade.  From each region, thirteen subjects 

were selected by age group and gender according to the most up-to-date CFA 

demographics study.  The number of volunteers in each region is different, however 

the team chose to select thirteen members from each region so when the results were 

divided regionally, each region would have a sample that was large enough to have 

some statistic significance.  From each region, eleven males and two females were 

chosen.  These were further split into age groups as shown in Table 1 below.  To 

ensure that there was no bias, a random number generator was first used to select 

which age groups the females would be chosen from.  Then another random number 

generator was added to each name in each age group.  The names were then sorted in 

ascending format.  The first names were the ones from that age group that would be 
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chosen to take part in the survey.  This process was then repeated for the males to fill 

out the rest of the age brackets for each region.  The volunteer database provided by 

the CFA included the volunteersô regions, brigades, ranks, phone numbers, email 

addresses, and age brackets.  A table showing the split of demographics of CFA 

volunteers the team used is shown below in Table 1.  This table was produced by 

examining demographic information for the CFA (Appendix D) for age, gender, and 

region, and applying it to the chosen sample size of 260 volunteers.   

 

Table 1- Selection of Survey Sample 

Actual 
Population 
Percentage Demographic 

Per 
Region Total 

5 Region 13 260 

87.795 Male 11 220 

12.205 Female 2 40  

11 <18 1 20 

16.2 18-24 1 20 

20.58 25-34 2 40 

30.09 35-44 2 40 

36.53 45-54 3 60 

30.22 55-64 2 40 

22.03 65+ 2 40 

 

3.8 Online Survey  

 The online survey made available to the volunteer firefighters of the 

CFA was distributed though the CFA members website Brigades Online.  A link to 

the survey website was posted in the memberôs only section.  A security option that 

was used with the survey made it possible for the online survey to be completed only 

once at any IP Address.  This all but eliminated any possible contamination of data 

due to volunteers completing multiple surveys from one computer.  The survey was 

advertised to the volunteers via a short press release (Appendix E) that was posted on 

Brigades Online and also in the weekly electronic CFA newsletter, Fire Flyer.   
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3.9 Summary    

To meet the objectives set by the team, two surveys were formulated 

and tested using instructor interviews and volunteer focus groups.  The main method 

of data gathering was the phone survey, which was supported by the online survey.  

The phone survey made it possible to select a survey sample that accurately reflected 

the CFA volunteers in terms of age, region, and gender.   
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Chapter 4: Results and Analysis  

 The phone survey generated 258 responses over the course of two and 

a half weeks.  The CFA supplied the team with two non-CFA temporary employees, 

John Manalilli and Allison Mitchell, who assisted the team with conducting phone 

surveys.  The team members and temporary employees were not members of the CFA 

so the results that were gathered had a minimal risk of bias.  As the responses were 

gathered for the phone survey, they were also compared to the results gathered in the 

online survey.  The online survey was conducted over a three week period.  The 

online survey generated 373 responses.   

Using an online calculator recommended by the CFA, the team was 

able to determine the confidence level and confidence interval of our surveys.  

Confidence level dictates at what percentage you can be sure an answer is true.  

Confidence interval tells between what percentages a response is valid.  According to 

The Survey System calculator, our surveys had a confidence level of 95% and 

confidence intervals of 6.08% for the phone survey and 5.05% for the online survey 

(The Survey System); however these calculations did not take into account the 

method of sample selection.  According to these numbers, if 50% of volunteers on the 

phone survey responded that their training was of good quality then you can be 95% 

sure that between 43.92-56.08% of the volunteer population would answer the same 

way.   

A brief overview of the results from the phone and online survey is 

shown below in Table 2.  The results and analysis in this chapter separately examine 

and compare the phone and online surveys.   
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Table 2 - Summary of Telephone and Online Survey Results 

 

Question Description Telephone Survey Rating Online Survey Rating 

Volunteer Training Instructors 
Competent 4.21 4.16 

Career Training Instructors 
Competent 4.17 4.22 

Additional Individual Instruction 
Frequency 3.97 3.94 

I generally know when it is time to 
renew my required competencies. 3.63 3.32 

Overall Quality of Training at 
Brigade 4.15 3.79 

Overall Quality of Training 
Provided by Area Training Team 4.12 3.43 

Skills Evaluation Frequency 4.43 3.91 

Assessments of training have 
been an accurate measure of the 
material that was taught. 3.99 3.69 

Assessment language is clear 
and easy to understand. 3.97 3.43 

Training is relevant. 4.16 3.96 

I am adequately trained for 
brigade specific risks. 3.67 3.56 

AFAC is important to me. 3.63 4.04 

Volunteer Training Instructor 
Access Frequency 4.52 4.32 

Career Training Instructor Access 
Frequency 4.29 3.51 

Training is offered at times that fit 
my schedule. 3.61 3.33 

Training is offered in locations 
that are convenient for me. 3.95 3.65 

Quality of Learning Materials 4.18 3.73 

I have enough access to learning 
materials. 3.89 3.24 

Key   

Excellent  X Ó 4.0 

Satisfactory 3.75 Ó X < 4.0 

Room for Improvement 3.5 Ó X < 3.75 

Needs Improvement  X < 3.5 
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4.1 Overall Quality  of Training   

 

 When asked their opinion on the competency of the volunteer training 

instructors, an overwhelming majority of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed 

that their volunteer instructors were competent of the material they taught.  

Respondents also felt the same way about the career instructors in the CFA.  As seen 

below in Figure 8, these two questions were agreed upon with similar ratings for both 

the phone and online survey. 

Volunteer Instructors vs. Career Instructors: Telephone Survey
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Figure 8- Telephone Survey Results: Volunteer Instructors vs. Career Instructors 

 

The next question inquired into the volunteersô opinion on the overall 

quality of the volunteer training.  This question was a strong indication of how 

volunteers generally feel about their training.    On the phone survey, a majority of the 

volunteers agreed that the quality of brigade and area training is above average.  On 

the online survey, the volunteers still gave positive feedback, however they were 

much more critical of training with their ratings being .4 lower for brigade training 

and .7 lower for area training.  Figure 9 gives a visual breakdown of the volunteersô 
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opinion concerning the quality of their training. 

Overall Quality of Brigade Training: Telephone Survey
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Figure 9- Survey Results: Volunteer Opinion of Brigade and Area Training 

 

The team investigated this rift between the online and telephone 

surveys by separating high ranking officials, lieutenants and captains, to see if they 

had been more critical.  However, this was not the case.  The survey reflects that 

reserved optimism was shared by most respondents to the online survey.  The pattern 

of respondents to the online survey being much more critical of CFA training and 

other relevant issues would hold through much of the survey results. The results of 

this set of questions indicate that the training undergone by volunteers is good overall; 

however those who responded online were more reserved in their optimism.  If there 

were any issues, they were most likely to have been with specific parts of training and 

not training as a whole.  Recognition of prior learning still seems to be a frustrating 

problem for the volunteers of the CFA.  Approximately 50-60% of volunteers who 

believed they had prior learning had it officially recognized by the CFA and had 
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training packages credited to them.  From the open ended responses, we learned that 

volunteers were frustrated with lengthy process and red tape they had to go through in 

order to have the CFA recognize their prior learning.  Another place where volunteers 

expressed frustration was in keeping up with their required competencies.    
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Required Competencies: Online Survey
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Figure 10ï Survey Results: Required Competencies 

 

On both the phone and online surveys, volunteers expressed that they 

generally did not know when it was time to renew their required competencies.  Seen 

in Figure 10, a significant amount of volunteers do not agree that they usually 

remember when to renew their required competencies.  This is reflected in results 

from both of the surveys, though more so from the online survey.  On the question of 

individual additional instruction frequency, respondents to both surveys showed 

reserved confidence that most of the time instructors would provide them with 

additional individual instruction if they requested it. 

 

4.2 Quality of Training Assessment  

 The majority of volunteers who completed the survey responded that 

their skills were assessed approximately 1-3 times a year.  On the online survey, 56% 

of volunteers thought that this was enough assessment, while 41% felt that they 
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received too few assessments.  On the telephone survey, 76% of volunteers thought 

that this was enough assessment, while 22% felt that they received too few 

assessments.  Though opinions on this matter were split for both surveys, less than 5% 

of volunteers responded that they were assessed too much.  Figure 11 shows that there 

is room to add more assessments.    
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Figure 11- Survey Results: Frequency of Assessment 

 

 The next question asked if volunteers felt that their assessments were 

accurate reflections of what they were taught.  Almost 80% of all participating 

volunteers felt that the questions in the assessments do pertain to the material they 

were taught.  Once again, the online respondents were more critical of assessments, 

with their rating being .3 lower than the telephone survey rating.  When asked if the 

wording in the assessments was clear and easy to understand, respondents to the 

telephone survey were reserved but positive, while respondents to the online survey 

were split on the matter.  This split can be seen below in Figure 12.  The open ended 

question clarified that some volunteers were frustrated with the ambiguous and 

complicated language in some assessment materials.  Another issue that was revealed 

through the open ended question was that many volunteers were worried about the 

lack of practical assessment because good theory did not always lead to good practice. 
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Assessment Language: Telephone Survey
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Figure 12ï Survey Results: Assessment Language 

 

 

4.3 Perceived Relevance of Training  

 The next question set was used to indicate the volunteersô opinion on 

the relevance of their training.  The first two questions in this section ask the 

volunteer if their training is relevant to the emergencies that they respond to and if 

they feel properly trained for any major risks specific to their brigade.  The ratings for 

these two questions are compared below in Figure 13 for both surveys. 
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Figure 13 ï Survey Results: Relevance vs. Major Risks 

 

For the first question volunteers responded in both surveys that their 

training was relevant by giving it a positive rating.  However, in the second question, 

the volunteers responded less positively, indicating that there was room for 

improvement in the area of training for brigade specific risks. 
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 The next question asked how much the volunteer cared about 

achieving national qualifications and standards (AFAC).  Because not all firefighting 

agencies have exactly the same guidelines, a firefighter that is certified in one state 

may not be certified in other states.  Standardization is something that the CFA and 

similar organizations are working toward, but the process is a lengthy and tedious one.  

In response to the question, the majority of volunteers in both surveys agreed that 

achieving national certification is important.  This issue was one of the few places in 

the survey where the online respondents were more positive that the telephone 

respondents.  This is shown in Figure 14. 
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AFAC is important to me: Online Survey
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Figure 14ï Survey Results: AFAC 

 

The open-ended questions asked what additional training the volunteers would 

like and what they think could be done to improve the relevance of training.  One 

reoccurring theme in these questions was that volunteers wanted to see more team 

building and leadership exercises to learn how to deal with people and confrontations.  

Additionally, many of the volunteers want more practical training, as opposed to 

theory or simulated exercises.  The desire for more practical training was the most 

prevalent response to the open ended questions in all sections of both surveys.  

Clearly, the volunteers are united in their wish to have more practical or ñhot fireò 
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training.   While these responses could not be sorted as easily as multiple choice or 

rating, they provided a greater depth of information. 

  

4.4 Accessibility of Training  

 The first questions asked about the volunteersô accessibility to training 

were how often the volunteer had access to paid and volunteer instructors.  According 

to the responses, the majority said that volunteer trainers are available to volunteers 

once a week or more, which nearly 75% of volunteers from both surveys said was 

sufficient.  The level of access to career trainers was perceived differently by 

respondents.  According to the responses, most volunteers only have access to career 

trainers approximately once every six months.  Nearly 30% of responding volunteers 

from the telephone survey and 60% of responding volunteers from the online survey 

felt that this frequency is not often enough.  Volunteers clearly want more access to 

career training instructors.  This is exhibited below in Figure 15. 
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Figure 15ï Survey Results: Training Instructor Access 

 

The next set of questions that volunteers were asked dealt with the timing and 

locations of training.  Over half of all responding volunteers felt that training is 

offered at convenient times.  However, over 25% of telephone responses and over 
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45% of online responses indicated some level of dissatisfaction with training times. 

The locations in which training was held seemed to be less of a problem as volunteers 

in both surveys rated it much more positively.  This is show in Figure 16. 
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Figure 16- Telephone Survey Results: Training Time vs. Training Location Convenience 

 

In the open ended responses, those that felt training times should be changed 

most often replied that they would like to see more training happening on nights and 

weekends, because this is when most volunteers are not at working their usual job.  

Volunteers also expressed that the CFA needed to be more flexible with the times of 

training.  Many suggested holding the same training course at several different times 

over the course of a week so brigade members could pick which time would be most 

convenient for them.  The most common open ended response concerning the location 

of training stated that training should be held closer to the individual brigades.     

  The final question in this section rated how much the volunteers wanted to 

have access to more online training courses.  From the online survey, it is not 

surprising that over 87% of the volunteers who responded wanted to see more online 

training, including over 50% that strongly agreed.  
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Telephone Survey Results: Online Training Courses
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Figure 17ï Telephone Survey Results: Online Training Courses 

 

The response from the telephone survey was much more reserved, with 

approximately 50% who responded wanting to see more online training, including 

12% that strongly agreed.  The response from the telephone survey can be seen 

graphically in Figure 17.  We believe the telephone response to be the much more 

accurate number as an online survey would be biased to questions asking about online 

learning courses.  Even if the online survey is excluded for this question, the majority 

of volunteers do want some sort of access to online training courses.  Even though 

there was no open ended question regarding this specific issue, it was expressed to the 

team many times during interviews that the online courses should not replace training 

courses but only be used as supplemental to the training of volunteers. 

       

4.5 Quality of Learning Materials  

 The final set of questions before the general comments section asked 

the volunteers to respond to a series of statements, indicating their level of agreement 

to each statement.  The first question asked the volunteer opinion on the overall 

quality of learning materials used.  The average response of the volunteers was that 
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the learning materials were of fair to good quality with responses from the telephone 

survey rating higher than those from the online survey.  Just over 2% from the phone 

survey and just fewer than 8% from the online survey responded negatively in 

reference to overall training material quality.  This is an excellent indicator that 

volunteers are quite satisfied with the quality of their learning materials. 

 When asked if the volunteer had enough access to training materials, 

over 85% of volunteers who took the phone survey responded positively.  However, 

less than 50% of online respondents responded the same way.  Negative numbers 

were relatively high for this question on the online survey.  The next question asked if 

the volunteers would like to see more materials and reference information posted 

online.  Not surprisingly almost 94% of online responses stated that they were in favor 

of this suggestion.  Again, since this set of data comes from the self-administered 

online survey, this number is most likely skewed to favor volunteers with Internet 

access.  

 

Telephone Survey Results: Online Reference Materials
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Figure 18 ï Telephone Survey Results: Online Reference Materials 

 

From the phone survey, 60% of volunteers responded that they would 

be in favor of online reference and learning materials.  To view this graphically, refer 

to Figure 18.  This is a full 10% higher than the positive response for online training.  
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Once again, we believe the numbers from the phone survey to be much more accurate 

than the numbers obtained from the online survey. 

 

4.6 General Comments  

 When asked what parts of training they enjoyed, volunteers responded 

overwhelmingly with hands-on and practical training.  Many enjoyed their time at 

seven training centers the CFA runs.  Also, many enjoyed group training where they 

got to meet and interact with other CFA volunteers.  Leadership courses were also 

mentioned frequently by volunteers as lessons that they found enjoyable.  When asked 

to give recommendations on any aspect of their training, again, volunteers stressed the 

need for more practical training.  Many volunteers also expressed that training courses 

should be shorter and more concise.  Overall, the most common response to the open 

ended questions on both surveys was by far the need for more practical training. 
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Chapter 5 : Conclusions  

After interpreting the phone and online survey data through 

SurveyMonkey.com and Excel tables, the team reached its conclusions about the 

project.  The data were examined according to each of the teamôs objectives and 

trends in the results were identified. 

 This survey provides the CFA with information that says their training 

is working and its quality is perceived as good by the volunteers.  From the survey 

data, the team concluded volunteers are generally satisfied with the training that they 

receive from the CFA.  The large majority of volunteers are happy with the training 

currently provided.  Several aspects of training have room for improvement but the 

widespread opinion of CFA volunteers is largely positive. 

The second conclusion is that the quality of assessments is generally good 

however the frequency of assessments is not adequate.  Contrary to what the CFA 

thought before the survey, most volunteers feel that the language used in assessments 

is clear and understandable.  There were some minor issues with assessment language 

and wording, but they were not as widespread as previously thought by the CFA.  The 

main problem that most of the volunteers had with assessments was that they felt the 

frequency of assessment was not high enough. 

  The next conclusion is that volunteers are generally happy with the relevance 

and application of their training.  However, the data gathered addressing volunteer 

training for major risks indicated that volunteers need additional brigade specific 

training.  Also, with a large amount of data backing it, the team concluded that a large 

number of volunteers want more practical training.  They want more practical training 

whenever and wherever possible. 
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When it comes to accessibility of training, the data suggests that the location 

of training is not a problem and the CFA has done an adequate job of providing 

training locations that are convenient for volunteers.  The CFA has also done an 

adequate job of training volunteers as instructors and ensuring that each brigade has 

access to one.  However, there are some issues the volunteers still have with access to 

training.  Volunteers donôt have enough access to career instructors and a significant 

portion of the volunteer workforce feel the times when training sessions are scheduled 

are not flexible enough.   

Additionally, the team concluded that training materials are perceived by the 

volunteers to be of excellent quality.  The volunteers have few issues with the quality 

and content of the materials they use in training.  The volunteersô core problem with 

the learning materials is gaining access to them.  This is also expressed through their 

desire for more online materials.     

 

5.1 Recommendations  

 The team generated eight major conclusions to help the CFA further 

improve volunteer training.  They are listed below, ranked in order of ease of 

implementation and extent of positive impact on the training of CFA volunteers. 

 

1. Make reference and learning materials available online to volunteers.  

Developing a learning materials database is a cost effective way of providing a 

large number of volunteers with the materials they want, when they want 

them.  Being able to view, download, or print these reference materials off the 

Internet will make training officersô jobs much easier and allow for easier 
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referencing by volunteers.  It is suggested that the materials be available 

through Brigades Online. 

 

2. Develop a notification system to alert volunteers of when their required 

competencies need to be renewed.  Volunteers have jobs and families outside 

of the CFA so it is difficult for them to keep up with their numerous 

competencies.  Developing a system to notify them when their competencies 

are about to expire will improve skills maintenance and create a safer working 

environment.  Suggested methods for notification include emailing or mailing 

the training officer and/or the volunteers themselves. 

 

3. Urge brigade captains to conduct more regular skill brigade level 

assessments.  Assessments are invaluable for skills maintenance and ensuring 

the safety of volunteers.  The volunteers have expressed that currently it does 

not happen enough.  It is up to the brigade captains to ensure this happens 

more often and perhaps a statement from CFA headquarters could motivate 

them to do that. 

 

4. Offer the same course at various days and times across the week and 

weekends to fit volunteer availability, be more flexible with training 

times.  As stated before, volunteers have many other commitments outside of 

the CFA.  Although most training is currently offered during nights and 

weekends, the timing of that training is too rigid to allow a significant portion 

of CFA volunteers to regularly attend.  We believe by being more flexible 

with training times and offering the volunteers several different options that 
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volunteer attendance at training sessions will increase and produce a happier 

and better prepared volunteer workforce. 

 

5. Add more practical training exercises wherever possible.  While this 

recommendation probably has the most financial, logistical, and 

environmental implications for the CFA, it would probably make the most 

impact if those issues could be resolved.  During the course of the survey, 

volunteers gave a resounding call for more practical training.  We heard this 

opinion for a plethora of reasons citing issues such as better assessments, 

increase in safety, increase in happiness and interest of volunteers, better 

prepared volunteers and brigades, and even higher recruitment numbers and 

retention, all of which could be gained through the addition of more practical 

training. 

 

6. Develop some online training courses to supplement classroom and 

practical training .  While many volunteers in the CFA are averse to online 

learning, a small majority are in favor of the option.  Technology continues to 

play an ever expanding role in all aspects of modern life.  Therefore, we 

propose that at this time development and implementation of online training 

courses only be done with the purpose of supplementing current training.  

Many volunteers still feel that online learning could never replace classroom 

or practical training.  Therefore, only as a supplementary, should online 

training courses be considered at this time. 
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7. Address major risks (petrol plants, maritime) at a brigade level and 

account for these in training.  Although this process may take extensive 

research and resources to fully comprehend and solve the problem, steps must 

be taken to at least start this process.  Many CFA volunteers feel unprepared 

for major risks their brigade may be responsible for.  Some have even 

expressed that they feel headquarters will not address the problem until 

tragedy strikes and the negative publicity forces them to do something about it.  

For the safety of the volunteers and the regions they protect, preparations must 

be made to deal with major risks at a brigade level. 

 

8. Continue to strive towards the standardization of training methods with 

AFAC standards.  The question concerning the importance of AFAC to 

volunteers in specific was added through the request of the Regional Training 

Managers.  This question received a positive response with many volunteers 

expressing that the standards were helpful when working together with other 

brigades and fire protection agencies.  This positive response is an indication 

that the CFA should maintain its efforts for standardization of training 

between states. 

 

We also recommend that in the future that the CFA conducts most of its online 

surveys.  Online respondents will most likely be younger or higher ranking volunteers 

with Internet access, however data that applies to the entire CFA volunteer workforce 

can be extracted from online survey.   Online surveys are cost-effective, efficient, and 

statistically relevant if the questions are structured correctly with demographics taken 

into consideration.   
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5.2 Future Work  

 The surveys conducted during the course of this project gathered a 

wealth of data.  In order for the CFA to take full advantage of this, more extensive 

analysis including additional investigation of demographic trends should be carried 

out.  Additional research should also be carried out on methods for applying some of 

the teamôs more complicated recommendations such as the addition of more practical 

training, the implementation of online training courses, and addressing major brigade 

specific risks.  To do this, areas of particular interest for further study could include 

the cost and feasibility of adding more practical training, the level of internet access 

for volunteers and effective online learning methods, and identification of major 

brigade specific risks across the state such as marinas and manufacturing plants.   
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Appendix A: Online Survey  

 


