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Abstract
The importance of volunteers 
within the fire service in most 
countries is unquestionable. 
However, the retention of 
volunteers is problematic and 
finding ways to retain experienced 
and qualified volunteers is 
becoming increasingly important. 
While previous international 
research has focused on volunteer 
retention and understanding 
why volunteers leave, very little 
is known about ‘boomerang’ 
volunteers: volunteers who return 
to the service after a break. These 
‘boomerangs’ are a valuable 
staffing resource, as they tend 
to require less socialisation, 
onboarding and training. The 
latter is particularly relevant for 
the fire service, as the resources 
required to train and develop the 
necessary skills are significant. This 
study investigated volunteers in 
the Finnish Fire Service who have 
taken a break from the service and 
returned. Similar to Australia and 
New Zealand, Finland's emergency 
services are highly reliant on 
volunteers, particularly in rural 
areas. This research examined the 
reasons why breaks were taken 
and what volunteers experienced 
most helpful on their return. 
Drawing on these findings, practical 
recommendations are made for fire 
service organisations for effective 
volunteer practices that take 
boomerang behaviour into account. 

Boomerang volunteers in 
the Finnish Fire Service

Introduction
The backbone of the emergency fire services globally, 
particularly in rural areas, consists of trained volunteers 
rather than paid staff (Degel et al. 2014). These trained 
volunteers and the resources needed to develop the 
necessary skills are significant. However, the retention of 
volunteers is problematic and volunteer fire service numbers 
have been declining in Australia and elsewhere (Corydon 
Consultants 2006, Cowlishaw et al. 2014, West & Murphy 
2016). As the challenges of recruiting and retaining a 
sufficient number of fire service volunteers intensifies, finding 
ways to hold on to experienced and qualified volunteers is 
increasingly important (Beatson & McLennan 2005). 

While international research considered volunteer retention 
and reasons why volunteers leave, there is little about 
returning or ‘boomerang’ fire service volunteers. The lacuna 
in the volunteer literature is somewhat surprising given that 
‘returning volunteers may … contribute to the effectiveness 
of a nonprofit by reducing the costs associated with the 
screening and training of new volunteers’ (Lee, Won & Bang 
2014, p.230). Therefore, this research examined whether 
and why volunteers in the fire service take breaks and 
importantly, what they found to be helpful (or challenging) 
on their return to the service. 

The study was situated in Finland, where the reliance on 
emergency services volunteers is considerable. Similar to 
Australia and New Zealand, Finland has significant rural areas 
that are entirely reliant on volunteer fire brigades. 

Breaks and returning from a break
Much research has focused on the retention of volunteers 
and reasons why volunteers leave (e.g. Catino 2015, Cote et 
al. 2014, Smith 2014). In the general volunteering literature, 
research has investigated returning episodic volunteers: 
volunteers who engage in short-term volunteering 
assignments, such as specific events or projects (Hustinx & 
Lammertyn 2003). These studies note that ‘little is known 
about … what needs to be done in order to successfully 
‘bounce-back’ or return a volunteer for further volunteering 
tasks’ (Bryen & Madden 2006, p.1). Further, Bryen and 
Madden (2006) found that episodic volunteers were more 
likely to return if their original motivation to volunteer was 
met during the initial volunteering experience. However, 
it has also been noted that ‘the results may not apply to 
other volunteering settings that is, regular volunteering’ 

Peer Reviewed

Associate Professor 
Sanna Malinen1

Dr Puck Algera1

Dr Teija Mankkinen2

1. University of Canterbury, 
Christchurch, New 
Zealand.

2. Department for Rescue 
Services, Ministry of 
Interior, Helsinki, Finland.

SUBMITTED
3 March 2021

ACCEPTED
18 May 2021

DOI
www.doi.org/10.47389/36.4.50

© 2021 by the authors. 
License Australian Institute 
for Disaster Resilience, 
Melbourne, Australia. This 
is an open access article 
distributed under the terms 
and conditions of the Creative 
Commons Attribution 
(CC BY) license (https://
creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/ 4.0/).

https://www.doi.org/10.47389/36.4.50
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


 R E S E A R C H

Australian Journal of Emergency Management Volume 36 No. 4 October  2021 51

(Lee, Won & Bang 2014, p.238). Given the scarcity of literature 
on boomerang volunteers, insights can be found in employee 
literature. 

Human resources (HR) practices recognise the existence of 
‘boomerangs’ or ‘rehires’ (Snyder & Stewart 2015). The concept 
of boomerangs describes employees who return to a former 
workplace after having left (Apy & Ryckman 2014). Boomerangs 
are a potentially valuable staffing resource (Apy & Ryckman 2014, 
Shipp et al. 2014) and boomerang recruitment is a cost-effective 
and successful recruitment strategy (Hart 2009). Not only are 
boomerangs a ‘known quantity’, but they tend to assimilate more 
easily into the organisation's culture; understand policies and 
practices; require less socialisation, training and onboarding and 
are generally more productive (Hart 2009, Shipp et al. 2014). 

Shipp and co-authors (2014) investigated the differences between 
boomerangs (employees who quit and later return) and alumni 
(employees who quit but do not return) and found that the groups 
‘have different perspectives on their employment experiences 
and thus, different reasons for (and risks of) leaving, even after 
controlling for alternative explanations such as demographics 
or performance concerns’ (Shipp et al. 2014, p.448). Building on 
work by Lee and Mitchell (1994), they identified different decision 
paths for employees leaving their job, which ‘summarize how 
employees interpret their work environments; how they identify 
decision options; and how they enact responses’ (Lee & Mitchell 
1994, p.60). The authors argue that the different characteristics 
of these paths offers clues about who will return and who will not. 
For instance, they found that boomerangs were more likely to 
be classified as ‘Path 1’ leavers than alumni. Employees on Path 
1 experience a shock1 that is combined with the existence of a 
plan, such as when an employee becomes pregnant and chooses 
to leave employment. Other examples are spousal relocation 
or a change in marital status (Shipp et al. 2014). A noteworthy 
characteristic of leavers on Path 1 is that the shock itself results 
in the decision to leave, but this happens with little deliberation 
and minimal evaluation of the job experience or satisfaction 
(Holtom et al. 2005, Mitchell & Lee 2001, Shipp et al. 2014). As 
these shocks may be unavoidable and because plans to leave are 
not related to dissatisfaction with the job or the company, these 
leavers may be open to returning to the organisation at a later 
stage (Shipp et al. 2014). So rather than ignoring Path 1 leavers 
because they represent unavoidable turnover, organisations 
should be aware of the potential that leavers may eventually 
return. Shipp and colleagues (2014) also found that volunteers 
leaving for reasons related to dissatisfaction are more common for 
alumni than boomerangs. The research suggests that boomerangs 
quit earlier than alumni in their original tenure, ‘paradoxically 
suggesting that employees who quit earlier may be the very 
employees who will return in the future’ (Shipp et al. 2014, p.421). 

Due to the potential importance of boomerang volunteers in 
the fire service, this study investigates whether volunteers in the 
Finnish Fire Service took breaks from their service, the reasons 
for these breaks and what hindered or helped their return to the 
service. Whether breaks were preventable by the fire service was 
also considered. 

Method

Participants and procedure
A nationwide survey on fire service volunteering in Finland 
was conducted in 2012 as part of a larger research project on 
volunteer firefighter attitudes and motivations. A link to an online 
survey was sent to all Finnish volunteer fire brigades and was 
distributed to their volunteers. Participation in the survey was 
voluntary. 

The survey included 4 questions relevant to this paper. 
Participants were asked whether they had taken a break from 
their fire service duties (yes/no), and if so, how many breaks they 
had taken (number and length recorded). They were also asked 
to describe the reasons for taking the break and what made their 
return easy or difficult (open-ended questions).

A total of 942 participants started the survey with 762 (81%) 
completing the section relevant to taking breaks. Of the full sample, 
81.7% of participants identified as male and participants were 
spread across all age groups. Almost a quarter of the participants 
(24.4%) had been involved with the fire brigade for over 20 years, 
whereas only 2.5% were new recruits (less than 1 year). 

The number of breaks and the length of each break were 
recorded and descriptive statistics were calculated. Responses to 
the open-ended questions were coded using thematic analysis. 
The number of participants who were coded as mentioning 
a theme was calculated (e.g. reason for taking a break was a 
move to another location). This provided quantitative data on 
the reasons why breaks were taken and what may have made a 
return to the service easy or difficult. 

The research was reviewed and approved by the University of 
Canterbury Human Ethics Committee  [HEC 2011/137].

Findings

Reasons for taking a break 
Out of the 762 participants who responded to this question, 31% 
(n=236) had taken at least one break from the fire service. Males 
and females had similar rates of break taking (31.7% males, 28% 
females had taken a break2) and the age distribution of break 
takers was similar to those who had not taken a break. Of the 
participants who had taken a break, 17.3% had taken one break, 
4.2% had taken 2 breaks and 2.4% had taken 3 breaks. The 
average time for a break was 2 years (SD=3.10), ranging from a 
few weeks to almost 30 years. 

Table 1 shows the reasons for taking a break and the frequency 
that reasons were mentioned, as well as the analysis of whether 
the break may have been prevented by the fire service. 

The reasons for taking breaks were varied, although consistent 
themes emerged. The most commonly cited reason for taking 
a break was moving to another area (26.3%). The reasons for 

1. A 'jarring event that initiates the psychological analyses involved in quitting a 
job' (Lee et al. 1999, p.451).  

2. This difference is not statistically significant.
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the move varied, but they were commonly related to work and 
study. The second most common reason for taking a break was 
work and study and school commitments (17.2%). Participants 
reported that they perceived work or educational commitments 
as high, rather than high demands from the fire service. Military 
service was also mentioned (15.1%) as there is mandatory 
conscription for men in Finland. These reasons were coded as 
unpreventable by the fire service. 

The reasons why volunteers took a break did not relate to their 
length of time in the fire service (i.e. volunteering tenure). 
The difference in the length of the break taken depended on 
the reason for the break (F(10, 204)=2.10, p=0.026)). Post hoc 
analyses revealed that breaks due to unsatisfactory activities 
were longer (M=5.40 years, SD=5.50) than when taking a break 
for most other reasons:
 · negative atmosphere, M=2.10 years, SD=2.92
 · lack of energy/motivation, M=1.49 years, SD=1.86
 · health concerns, M=0.61 years, SD=0.73
 · work/school-related activities, M=1.99 years, SD=2.14
 · military service, M=0.91 years, SD=0.20
 · other hobbies, M=1.37 years, SD=1.18. 

In addition, moving to another location resulted in longer breaks 
(M=2.98 years, SD=4.53) than when taking a break due to health 
concerns (M=0.61 years, SD=0.73) or military service (M=0.91 
years, SD=0.20). 

Return to service
To understand what makes the return to service easy or 
challenging, participants responded to an open-ended question 
about the factors that made the return easy or difficult. 

The responses were coded into themes and the number of 
participants mentioning each theme was calculated. 

The most frequently stated factor for making a return to the 
service easier was social factors (63% of participants who 
responded to this question). That is, volunteers rated having 
familiar, friendly faces to return to as important: ‘familiar faces’, 
'familiar team who welcomed me back’. In addition, a positive 
climate in the fire service was considered valuable: ‘good team 
spirit at the brigade’. 

Another factor mentioned by 12.3% of participants included 
being familiar with the role requirements, that is, being familiar 
with the routine and skills required: ‘basic tasks remained the 
same’, ‘I knew the basics’, ‘familiar tasks’. 

Some suggestions offered by participants that would make a 
return easier were keeping in touch with the brigade during the 
break and having a brief training session on return to make sure 
skills are up to date.

When asked what made the return to the fire service challenging, 
the most frequently cited response (29.3% of participants who 
responded to this question) was that ‘nothing’ was perceived as 
difficult in returning. This may indicate that those volunteers who 
decided to return to the fire service after a while away are doing 
so with very few barriers. It is important to note however, that 
our sample included only volunteers who had actually returned 
after a break. 

The second most common challenge (22.6% participants who 
responded to this question) was that some skills had been 
forgotten during the break: ‘I'd forgotten many things during the 
break’, ‘felt like I was left behind with training’. 

Finally, 19.5% of respondents found certain social factors to 
be challenging on their return, such as changed personnel, 

Table 1: Reasons for taking a break in order of frequency.

Rank 
order

Reason for taking a break Frequency
Percentage of those who 

have taken a break
Preventable vs. not by fire service  
(PREV/not PREV)

1 Move to another city/region 61 26.3 not PREV

2 Work/school-related activities 40 17.2 mostly not PREV

3 Military service 35 15.1 not PREV

4 Health concerns 18 7.8 not PREV

5 Other hobbies 17 7.3 some possibly PREV

6 Family commitments 17 7.3 some possibly PREV

7 Lack of energy/motivation 13 5.6 PREV

8 Negative atmosphere in department 12 5.2 PREV

9 Other 12 5.2

10 No satisfactory activities 5 2.2 PREV

11 Lack of time 2 0.9 some possibly PREV
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personality clashes with others or feeling a psychological 
distance from team members: ‘chemistry between people’, 
‘getting back 'in' to the group’, ‘poor team spirit’. 

Discussion 
These findings show that taking breaks is a not an infrequent 
occurrence within the volunteer fire service, with close to a 
third of the sample confirming they had done so. This research 
suggests that understanding volunteer leaving and boomerang 
behaviour is an important part of the volunteer recruitment and 
retention practice. 

The majority of volunteers take breaks for reasons that are 
unrelated to the volunteer experience or the fire service itself. 
As suggested by Shipp and co-authors' (2014) work with paid 
employees, this is the group that is most likely to ‘boomerang’ 
(i.e. Path 1 leavers). The most frequently mentioned reasons 
like moving to another location, study or work commitments or 
military service are difficult to prevent from an organisation's 
perspective. These reasons are largely unavoidable and 
are unrelated to dissatisfaction with volunteering for the 
organisation, and importantly, these leavers may return to the 
service at some later time. Health issues and family commitments 
were also mentioned and as these causes are unrelated to the 
volunteer experience, they are largely unpreventable by the 
service. However, there are some actions the fire service can 
take to help make balancing family commitments and health 
issues and volunteering easier to achieve. 

Overall, the findings suggest that some participants took a 
break because they were dissatisfied with volunteering or the 
fire service. It is noteworthy that those (although only a few) 
volunteers who took a break because of a lack of satisfactory 
activities took significantly longer breaks as compared with most 
other reasons for break taking. The importance of providing 
interesting activities for fire brigade volunteers has been noted 
in relation to volunteer barriers (Malinen & Mankkinen 2018). 
Importantly, the present study did not collect data from those 
volunteers who had left and did not return. It is quite possible 
that those volunteers who experience high dissatisfaction 
with the fire brigade may not return from their break or simply 
leave the service. Our finding that most breaks are taken for 
unpreventable reasons should be interpreted with caution, and 
promoting a psychologically safe and positive culture in the fire 
service should remain a priority for service leadership. We also 
recommend research on those who have taken a break from 
volunteering and decided not to return. 

The study revealed some key elements that make returning to 
volunteering easier. These include social factors, such as familiar 
people and friends, a positive climate and familiarity with the 
role requirements. Importantly, these are factors that the fire 
brigade has influence over. 

Implications for fire service
An understanding of the different reasons why volunteers 
take breaks can guide the objective and the nature of the HR 
approach to volunteers and can inform leadership practices. 
Different reasons require tailored retention practices if the fire 

service, and volunteer organisations generally, want to maximise 
retention and support ‘boomerang’ behaviour in volunteers.

For instance, for volunteers who leave for unpreventable 
reasons, the objective from the organisation’s perspective is 
not necessarily to prevent these breaks from happening, but to 
set the stage for returning. The fire service can pre-emptively 
discuss different scenarios of returning with those planning on 
taking a break. For example, when a volunteer moves to another 
location, it may be helpful for the service to provide details of fire 
departments the volunteer could join at the new location, and 
departments in the new location could be contacted and a meet 
and greet could be facilitated. 

To set the stage for an easy return, the fire department can 
ensure that the volunteer remains socially connected to the 
service by regular communications and invitations to social 
events at the station. Some participants expressed that they 
would have benefited from refresher courses once they returned 
to the service. If this is not routine practice, this is something that 
fire services may consider implementing to ensure volunteers 
feel that they possess the knowledge and skills necessary. This 
suggestion is supported by Lee, Won and Bang (2014), who found 
proficiency and familiarity with the role requirements help ease 
re-entry.

Other reasons for taking a break, such as health issues and family 
commitments, may not be preventable by organisations, but 
there may be actions that can be taken to ensure an easy return 
or to reduce the length and number of breaks. For instance, 
the HR practice can focus on helping volunteers with balancing 
family commitments/health challenges and volunteering. 
Indeed, previous research found that volunteers' child care 
responsibilities constitutes a significant barrier for volunteering 
(McLennan et al. 2007, Malinen & Mankkinen 2018). Although 
the fire service may not have direct influence over such a barrier, 
it is important to be aware of the competing commitments of 
volunteers with care responsibilities and, when possible, offer 
flexible types of volunteering opportunities. Fundraising tasks, 
for example, could be one such area. Similarly, for those with 
physical health challenges, the service could arrange volunteers 
to be engaged in less physically demanding duties.

While in the minority, various reasons for taking a break were 
also reported where the fire service can play a role in preventing 
absences. This includes reducing any negative atmosphere 
or lack of interesting training activities. These breaks may be 
preventable through leadership practices or culture changes that 
address the atmosphere and relationships in the service. The 
HR practice could, for example, focus on monitoring volunteer 
satisfaction. Regular, anonymous surveys that investigate 
volunteer motivation and enthusiasm, as well as the perception 
of the work culture highlight issues that can then be addressed. 

Conclusion
This study took a subset of questions from a larger survey of 
fire services volunteers in Finland to draw out factors about 
why volunteers leave and return. The aim was to identify 
why volunteers took breaks and what facilitated their return, 
to assist in retention and attraction policies. This study can 
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inform emergency services organisations as well as volunteer 
organisations in other sectors on volunteer management and 
offers suggestions as to how to optimise return and retention of 
highly-skilled volunteers. 

While volunteers taking breaks is often unpreventable, there are 
various HR-related actions that can encourage volunteers to return, 
increasing the likelihood that skills are retained. These findings 
related to fire services but could also extend to any organisation 
wanting to attract past volunteers back to the organisation. 
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