
 

Is There Finally Something New and Better in Fire/EMS Hiring? 

By Charles Johnson, Training Chief, Westfield (IN) Fire Department 

 

Our Fire Department like many others have a huge need for firefighters and EMS providers and we are 

hiring.  At the same time, we are in competition with every fire department in our region.  Sound 

familiar? 

Like everyone else in this situation, we strive to hire the best and we want to hire a workforce that looks 

like our community.  We implemented a new way.  How do I know this?  Because the applicants 

themselves are applying and testing in our region and have told me that our process was entirely 

different than every other one.  In fact, they told me that our process seemed more relevant and “that 

the questions were different than those used by everyone else.” 

Written Test 

We decided to use a new written test.  The test is offered online.  This means that we can reach 

applicants that are not local.  We also found that about 65-70% who sign up for the test, take the test.  

The test takers signed up online and were monitored online; our staff had limited interaction with 

candidates at this point except to provide names & email addresses to our vendor. 

In the past, we would have had to schedule those applicants which can take weeks, sometimes months.  

Further, the changes to schedules require a constant back and forth with the applicants.  This part of the 

process went away. 

In addition, we would have had to obtain locations for the candidates taking the tests, and then 

provided staff to verify and monitor the individual test takers.  This too went away. 

In speaking with others who use online testing, they too feel as if they are saving thousands of dollars in 

staffing and scheduling. 

The online format also provides two more benefits.  First, the written test we use, measures 

competencies that are validated for our profession but that are administered in both audio and video 

formats.  As a result, we visualized a much more diverse candidate pool than our traditional process.  

Secondly, the vendor allows us to review competency scores so that when scores are close, we can look 

at individual competency scores such as ‘teamwork.’  This helps us to distinguish between applicants 

further. 

The Interview 

Next, we administered a much different interview process.  Our process did not consist of standard 

questions like, “what do you consider your best quality?”  Instead, our questions allowed us to evaluate 

the applicant’s judgment, fit, integrity, conscientiousness, verbal skills, interpersonal skills and other 

highly relevant competencies.  Our questions were valid, and our interview panels were trained to be 

reliable. Our applicants reported to me that the interviews they had with other Departments had no 



questions like ours, and they said ours felt like they were applying for a firefighting/EMS job.  In other 

words, it had face validity.   

Our new testing and interview process showed us much more about our applicants’ qualifications than 

we have ever seen or measured before.  We feel like we were able to obtain highly qualified and diverse 

hires exactly as we wanted. 

Please feel free to contact me if you have questions.  cjohnson@westfield.in.gov 


