
Information for employers of 
volunteer responders

By supporting your employee to be a volunteer responder, you are helping to provide a vital 
service to your community.

Volunteer responders perform a range of essential emergency services. Around our coast and 
on our waterways, hills and mountains. Locally and internationally they provide search and 
rescue services, urgent medical care and much much more. But they couldn’t do it without 
your assistance and support. 

How much time will my employee have to commit to being a volunteer responder?

There’s no fixed answer to this because it depends on the volunteer organisation and, for some 
services on things like weather and geography. However, for most employees this is something 
they do outside their paid employment, in evenings and weekends.

If your employee is called out for emergency response during working hours, it is hard to say how 
long they will be away because it will depend on the scale of the incident.  Ask your employee 
more about this. For example, Scottish Mountain Rescue have produced a breakdown of the sorts 
of incidents they attend and the average time commitment for each. 

If my employee is called out to attend an emergency, am I obliged to let them go 
regardless of my organisation’s needs?

No, it is fine for you to say that you need them to stay. They will be fully aware of their contractual 
obligations to you as their employer. We suggest you have this discussion in advance and agree 
what will work for your organisation and for them in their volunteer responder role. 

What sort of training and development will my employee undertake?

All volunteer responders go through rigorous training and development processes relevant to 
their role. They will develop skills in a range of areas from physical and mental first aid to health 
and safety, team working to leadership, and they bring all these skills these back to the workplace.

A case study on page three from a mountain rescue volunteer outlines some of the benefits to his 
employer. 

How long will my employee be required to take time away from work for training?

This depends on their role but most volunteer responders undertake their training in the evenings 
and weekends. They are adept at managing their responder role around their daily work and family 
commitments.

My employees are often on call for business. How will this work with their volunteering 
role?

This is something to discuss with your employee but they will agree that they can’t be “on call” in 
two roles.

They tell their volunteer organisation when they are available to respond and they won’t be 
expected to do so when they have on call responsibilities in their paid employment. 
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If my employee is called out, how long they will be gone for?

It very much depends on their responder role and the incident they’re been called to attend. 
Ask your employee more about this. For example, Scottish Mountain Rescue have produced a 
breakdown of the sorts of incidents they attend and the average time commitment for each.

What should we do when they return to the workplace?

When they return from a call out they may have dealt with something relatively straightforward or 
attended something potentially traumatic, like a cardiac arrest or a serious or fatal accident.

It is helpful to remember this because they may return to work in different mindset to when they 
left 2 hours ago.

It is your employee’s responsibility to make sure they’re physically and mentally fit to return to 
their workplace and they will become adept at managing this transition. However, we recommend 
you talk to them about how you and they can best deal with this and then let other workmates 
know. They might appreciate a cuppa and a quick “You OK?”  but are unlikely to want (or be able) 
to discuss the incident they’ve attended. Take your lead from them.

It is normal for people to be a bit preoccupied after they’ve attended an upsetting job so don’t 
be surprised if they’re a bit quieter for a few days, or perhaps a week or two. You can understand 
more about reactions to trauma and stress on our website.

If you’re worried about them, ask how they are. It may or may not be something to do with 
their responder role, but they will appreciate you asking. Have a look at the advice on the Good 
management and Leadership page on our website.   

What if my employee gets injured while at an incident?

Most volunteer emergency responder organisations have insurance in place to cover their 
volunteers in the event of sickness or injury. Ask your employee more about this.

If your company employs less than 250 people you can access free and confidential health advice 
and support through Working Health Services Scotland (see below). 

Support from Working Health Services Scotland

Working Health Services Scotland (WHSS) provides free and confidential advice and health 
support to the self-employed and individuals employed by companies with less than 250 
employees. WHSS provides employees with access to several free, confidential services and aims 
to refer to services quickly thus helping to prevent further deterioration of health problems. The 
Case Manager liaises with GP’s and other relevant professionals to ensure effective outcomes. 
Phone 0800 019 2211 or visit their website to find out more.

Information for employers of 
volunteer responders

PAGE 2

https://www.nhsinform.scot/scotlands-service-directory/health-and-wellbeing-services/10113%201glc1116


Information for employers of 
volunteer responders

Volunteering: Mountain Rescue, the Forestry Commission  
(Forest Research) and Mental Health

“We know that volunteering is generally good for us – it is one of the five ways to wellbeing.   
I would like to highlight an example of how this can equally have significant benefits for employers 
of volunteers.  

Supporting community and helping others has always been important to me.  Over thirty years 
ago, when I was working for the Forestry Commission (FC) in Dumfries and Galloway, I started to 
volunteer with the local mountain rescue team. At that time, the positive support I received from 
my local FC managers was key, especially since being a volunteer responder is generally very 
different to many other types of volunteering commitment.

As a responder, we may be called out to assist those in distress at any time and this places 
additional demands on volunteers and their families – and of course work colleagues.  On top of 
that, we often deal with potentially traumatic incidents and then return to the workplace – and a 
little bit (sometimes a big bit) of that incident will have seeped into us.  

I have always had an interest in the impacts that being a volunteer responder can have on us and 
those around us, and I have certainly experienced the impacts on many occasions.  Over the 
years I have learned some of the ways that we can use to keep ourselves safe and well, and have 
experienced the benefits of raising awareness, knowledge and understanding of these potential 
impacts, and of being prepared to speak out to those I trust.  

This has led me to undertake training and also to involve myself in national working groups and 
projects which support emergency responders.  I am privileged to volunteer as Wellbeing Officer 
for Scottish Mountain Rescue and to sit on a working group for a project led by the Duke of 
Cambridge.

I feel this is one area in particular where I was able to bring back the experiences to benefit 
the Forestry Commission – initially that was sharing work on dealing with potentially traumatic 
incidents when I worked in Forest Enterprise Scotland, but more recently in helping my colleagues 
in Forest Research to establish a Wellbeing Commitment, a Wellbeing Framework, a Wellbeing 
Hub (online support), and a network of Mental Health First Aiders.  

Perhaps more than any of that, I believe that the experience I brought into the Forestry 
Commission from my years of volunteering helped me to be more open about the challenges 
I have faced and to help others to find strength and to be more comfortable with sharing their 
stories as well as their concerns.  Stigma, and self-stigma particularly, is a barrier to many of us 
and there will always be work to do to challenge this and support colleagues.

Volunteering is generally good for us – and if it’s good for us then it spins off to be good for the 
organisation.  It’s a win-win situation.” 

Stephen J Penny MBE
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