
 

 
 

56 

 

 

WHITE PAPER 

 

 

 

 

 

AUSTIN FIRE DEPARTMENT  

FIRE SAFETY AND PREVENTION GRANT 

 

INSTALLATION OF HOME SMOKE ALARMS AND FIRE SAFETY TRAILER 

 

Jamilatu Zakari, M.A. 
Austin Fire Department, Austin, TX 

 

 

 

January 2015



 

i 
 

56 

Executive Summary 

A primary mission of the Austin Fire Department is to eliminate civilian fire fatalities and 
injuries.  From 2008 through 2013, there have been 26 unintentional civilian fire deaths within 
the City of Austin.  In residential properties, there have been 18 civilian fire fatalities, 225 
civilian injuries, and an estimated $88.1 million in property loss.  In 50% of these incidents, 
there was not a smoke alarm present or a working smoke alarm present at the time of the fire.   
 
In 2013, the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) awarded the Austin Fire 
Department (AFD) a $250,000 grant for Fire Safety and Fire Prevention.  The accomplishments 
during the 17-month duration of the grant included: 

 Installing smoke alarms and doing home safety inspections for targeted populations 

 Performing home safety and extinguisher training demonstrations at community events 
with the grant-funded fire safety trailer 

 Creating printed, video, and audio education materials in English, Spanish, Korean, and 
Chinese 

 Using new technology, iPads, to show market-specific videos and audios and administer 
surveys to free smoke alarm recipients and community events 

 Creating a FEMA grant specific website 

 Purchasing backpacks equipped with the appropriate tools for smoke alarm installations 
to be used by Operations units 

In total, AFD installed 1,715 smoke alarms in 1,480 households (71.5% above the grant 
deliverable) and conducted 182 home safety inspections (23.5% below the grant deliverable).   
 
At the completion of the grant, AFD created the attached white paper to document the 
successes and lessons learned.  This document aims to provide guidance to other fire 
departments interested in implementing free smoke alarm installation programs or applying for 
similar government funded grants.  A few of the recommendations include: 

 Data collection is extremely important.  While AFD found that paperless options 
improve the return rate of appropriate documentation, this may not work efficiently for 
other departments.  Find a data collection method that works best for your agency. 

 Develop partnerships with community organizations and leaders that have access to 
hard to reach populations.  By developing a presence with these community 
organizations, the fire department builds rapport and trust with the citizens.  

 Provide appropriate notification and marketing in neighborhoods prior to canvassing.  

AFD continues its mission of zero-fire deaths by installing free smoke alarms and providing 
increased public education within the community.  However, AFD acknowledges that areas for 
further research include a long-term assessment of the impact of the free smoke alarm 
program and fire safety education messages to the public.  Measuring the long-term impact of 
these programs can lead to better predictive analytics that help to identify high-risk groups 
within the community.   
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Introduction 

 

The presence of working smoke alarms in residential homes reduces the likelihood of civilian 
fire fatalities by fifty percent (Ahrens 2014).  Combined with corresponding fire safety 
education, the severity and probability of residential fire occurrences, civilian injuries, and 
civilian fatalities are further reduced.  In 2013, United States fire departments responded to an 
estimated 383,500 residential fire calls that resulted in 2,755 civilian fire fatalities, 12,200 
civilian fire injuries, and an estimated $6.8 billion in direct property loss (Karter 2014).  Yet 
despite these staggering statistics, national research estimates that four percent of U.S. homes 
have no smoke alarm present and 20% of homes have no working smoke alarms (USFA 2006). 
 
A primary mission of the Austin Fire Department is to eliminate civilian fire casualties.  From 
2008 through 2013, there have been 26 unintentional civilian fire deaths within the City of 
Austin.  In residential properties, there have been 18 civilian fire fatalities, 225 civilian injuries, 
and an estimated $88.1 million in property loss.  In 50% of the incidents with a civilian fire 
fatality, there was not a smoke alarm present or a working smoke alarm present at the time of 
the fire.   
 
Similarly, national statistics show that three of every five residential fire fatalities (60%) occurs 
in homes where no working smoke alarms or no smoke alarms were present (Ahrens 2014).  
According to a study conducted by the National Fire Protection Association (NFPA), a fire death 
occurs every 2 hours and 42 minutes within a residential structure and an injury occurs every 33 
minutes (Karter 2014).  While the number of fire fatalities in the United States has reduced by 
66% from 1979 through 2007, the US continues to have some of the highest fire fatality rates in 
the industrialized world (US Department of Homeland Security 2011).  With the appropriate 
tools and early notification devices, these fire casualties are preventable.   
 
The presence of working smoke alarms alone does not prevent or reduce the occurrence of 
residential fires.  However, smoke alarms provide early warning and detection to give 
occupants additional time to escape.  In order to reduce the occurrence of fires, effective, 
targeted fire safety public education is necessary.  The goal of fire safety prevention and public 
education is to impact human behavior and increase situational awareness.  By developing 
public safety education tools that are relevant and reflective of the community served, 
residents are better prepared to handle fire emergencies (Washburn-Livingston 2010).   
 
In 2013, the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) awarded the Austin Fire 
Department (AFD) a $250,000 grant for Fire Safety and Prevention efforts.  The deliverables 
outlined for the 12-month duration of the grant, stated that AFD would: 

 Coordinate 12 canvassing activities targeting identified neighborhoods, resulting in the 
installation of 700 smoke alarms and 360 home safety inspections 

 Participate in four events organized for people with disabilities, resulting in the 
installation of smoke alarms and home safety inspections of 100 households 
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 Participate in two events for senior citizens, resulting in the installation of smoke alarms 
and home safety inspections of 50 households  

 Participate in three multicultural family events, resulting in the installation of smoke 
alarms and home safety inspections of 50 households 

 Perform at least 40 model home safety and extinguisher training demonstrations at 
community events with the grant-funded fire safety trailer 

 Create market-specific publications to distribute grant-funded printed materials to 
vulnerable populations, resulting in 100 smoke alarm installations   

 Translate the market-specific publications into English, Spanish, Korean, and Chinese 

 Create market-specific videos and audios in English, Spanish, Korean, and Chinese 

 Purchase 12 iPads to show market-specific videos and audios 
o iPads are also to be used to administer surveys to free smoke alarm recipients 

and attendees of the fire safety trailer demonstrations 

 Create a FEMA grant specific website 

 Purchase 10 backpacks equipped with the appropriate tools for smoke alarm 
installations 

In total, AFD was expected to install 1,000 smoke alarms and conduct 560 home safety 
inspections.   
 
During the 17-month duration of the grant, AFD experienced many successes and challenges 
while working toward completing the deliverables (grant duration 12-months with 5-month 
extension).  The goal of this white paper is to provide documentation of AFD’s experience 
implementing the deliverables of the grant and what valuable lessons have been learned from 
this experience.  Additionally, this white paper serves as guidance to other fire departments 
interested in implementing or improving current smoke alarm installation programs and public 
education.   
 
This paper begins with a brief description of the City of Austin population.  This paper then 
discusses the significant events that occurred within the City of Austin and the Austin Fire 
Department that impacted the decision to pursue this grant.  The paper provides an extensive 
literature review that explores other fire department programs with similar initiatives.  The 
literature review also explores targeting specific, hard to reach populations and the importance 
of developing appropriate public safety messages that resonate with the population served.  
This paper provides a methodology and a comprehensive review of the significant findings.  The 
text concludes with lessons learned and recommendations.  Appendices provide samples of the 
documents used throughout the duration of the grant.       
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Background 

 

About the City of Austin 

 
The City of Austin is the State Capitol of Texas and is a governmental hub for numerous cities 
and counties throughout the state.  Austin is a home-rule municipality within Travis County that 
encompasses 273 square miles.  The City of Austin provides services for approximately 853,020 
residents and an estimated 19 million visitors annually (Austin Fire Department 2014; Austin 
Live Music Capital of the World 2014).   
 
Within the City of Austin full-purpose, there are two major university campuses, The University 
of Texas and St. Edwards University.  As of 2012, approximately 52,000 students were enrolled 
at the University of Texas in Austin.  Austin also has several smaller university and college 
campuses including Austin Community College, Concordia University, and Huston-Tillotson 
College.  Additionally, Camp Mabry, located in Austin, Texas, is the headquarters of the Texas 
Military Forces.  Camp Mabry currently houses the office of the Adjutant General, Texas Army 
National Guard, the Texas Air National Guard, and the Texas State Guard.     
 
In 2012, Austin became the home to the only Circuit of Americas Formula 1 facility in the United 
States.  This annual event hosts over 200,000 fans.  Throughout the year, other entertainment 
organizations utilize the facility, which help to further increase tourism within City of Austin.  
With the many sporting events, concerts, Formula 1, South by Southwest Festivals, and Austin 
City Limits Festivals, the Austin-Bergstrom International Airport set an all-time record high of 
transporting approximately 9.4 million passengers in 2012 and over 10 million passengers in 
2013.  In 2013, Austin experienced a 2.7% population growth rate and a 3.1% job growth rate 
(Forbes 2014).  With all of the events, the presence of universities, and rapidly increasing job 
market, Austin became the number one fastest growing city in the United States in 2013 
(Forbes 2014).   
 
AFD operates 45 stations, 68 units (58 structural frontline units, six Battalion Chief Units, and 4 
airport rescue units) and 7 work sites with a sworn strength of 1,030 (See Appendix A).   The 
City of Austin now receives more than 89,000 fire/medical calls for assistance each year, which 
results in 115,000 unit runs.  As of fiscal year 2014, AFD and Emergency Service Districts (ESDs) 
responded to 652 structure fires, 1,477 non-structure fires, 50,107 medical calls, 1,512 hazmat 
calls, 239 rescues, and 35,554 various other call types. 
 
The City of Austin’s population is diverse.  According to the 2013 American Community Survey 
(ACS) 1-year estimates, approximately 25% of the population in Austin is under the age of 19 
and 7.5% is over the age of 65.  The majority of the population is White/Caucasian (77.7%).  
Approximately, 7.4% of the population is Black/African American and 6.2% of the population is 
Asian.  Approximately 34% of the population is Hispanic or Latino.  According to the City 
Demographer, the Asian population in Austin has almost doubled since the nineties.  The 
largest Asian demographic populations in Austin are Indian, Vietnamese, and Chinese.  With 
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increased racial diversity, also come increased differences in language.  The ACS 1-year 
estimates that 32.7% of the population in Austin speaks a language other than English and 
12.2% of the population speaks English less than “very well”.  Additionally, 24.8% of the 
population speaks Spanish.     
 
Within the City of Austin, approximately 31% of households have a total income of $34,999 or 
less.  Roughly, 14.1% have a household income between $35,000 and $49,999, and 18.3% of 
the population has a total household income between $50,000 and $74,999.  Roughly, 36.7% of 
households earn more than $75,000 per year.  While the average annual income in the City of 
Austin is approximately $78,900, Austin has a high population of individuals in poverty.  Within 
Austin, 8.4% of people determined to be in poverty status are over the age of 65 are in poverty.   
 
Furthermore, according to the World Bank, there is a correlation between individuals in poverty 
and individuals with disabilities (Poverty and Disability 2010).  Approximately, 10.3% of the 
Austin civilian, non-institutionalized population lives with a disability.  Approximately 4.9% of 
persons with a disability are under the age of 18, 9.1% of persons with a disability are between 
the ages of 18 to 64, and 36.9% of people with disabilities are over the age of 65.  According to 
the 2009-2011 ACS 3-Year estimates, approximately 25% of individuals with disabilities have a 
type of hearing difficulty.  Fifty percent of individuals with hearing difficulties are adults over 
the age of 65.  Approximately, 1.4% of the Austin civilian population lives with some kind of 
vision difficulty.  Fifty percent of individuals with vision difficulties are 65 years or older.   
 
By understanding the diverse population within Austin, AFD was able to focus the efforts of the 
grant to target specific groups.  In Table 1, AFD compared the percentage of the population as 
reflected in the 2010 Census to the percent of unintentional fire fatalities that occurred in 
Austin from 2000-2013.    
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Table 1:   Percent of Population in 2010 Census Compared to the Percent Unintentional Fire  
    Fatalities within City of Austin from 2000-2013 

 

 
 
By comparing the population in Austin to the age groups of unintentional fire fatalities, it is 
evident that the elderly have a disproportionally higher number of fire fatalities compared to 
any other demographic age group.  Similar to national statistics, 49.2% of people over the age 
of 85 have the highest fire fatality rates (U.S. Fire Statistics 2014).  Individuals in the age group 
45-59 years of age also had high fire fatality rates as compared to the rest of the population.   
 
In Table 2, AFD compares the percent of unintentional fire fatalities that occurred from 2000 to 
2013 by race and ethnicity.  Based on these findings, Hispanic and African Americans in Austin 
experience high rates of fire fatalities as compared to any other minority group.   Nationally, 
African American males (21.5%) and American Indian males (14.8%) have the highest fire 
fatality rates per million people (U.S. Fire Statistics 2014).   
 
While historically, Asian populations have a relatively low number of fire fatalities within City of 
Austin (1%), AFD decided that since Asian populations are rapidly growing within Austin, it 
would be beneficial to target this demographic group.  The ultimate goal of the smoke alarm 
installations and fire prevention education is to take a proactive approach rather than reactive.  
As a result, targeting rapidly growing demographic populations help AFD to prevent a potential 
fire problem before it occurs.   
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Table 2: Percent of Unintentional Fire Fatalities by Race/Ethnicity 2000-2013 
 

 
 
 
Zero-Fire Death Initiative 
 
The City of Austin takes loss of life and property seriously.  As a result, AFD continually reviews 
performance measures to make sure we are providing the best service to the residents.  One of 
these performance measures looks at the number of unintentional fire deaths within the year.  
In the past, using historical data, AFD would set estimates for the number of unintentional fire 
deaths that were expected to occur.  However, when Chief Rhoda Mae Kerr became the Austin 
Fire Chief in 2009, she found it unacceptable to set estimates for the number of unintentional 
fire deaths.  Chief Kerr and AFD firmly believe that no fire death is ever acceptable.  All fire 
deaths are preventable.  In 2009, AFD began to set yearly target of zero-fire deaths within the 
City of Austin.         
 
During this time, AFD began to install free smoke alarms.  AFD had attempted several different 
programs, but none of them had the kind of support that was needed to continue long-term.  A 
defining moment for the department occurred on July 10, 2012.  Within 15 minutes, two 
structure fires occurred.  In the first fire, two children under the age of 10 died after a vehicle 
fire spread into the extended garage where the children were living.  In the second fire, two 
other individuals died, one elderly woman over the age of 90, and her son over the age of 50.   
 
In both of these fires, there were no working smoke alarms.  While each fire fatality significantly 
affects the department, these four deaths in particular were a reminder that these individuals 
may still be alive today if a working smoke alarm had been present. 
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These fire fatalities were a call to arms for the Austin Fire Department.  After these tragic 
events, AFD made a highly publicized and concerted effort to install free smoke alarms in 
residents’ homes.  After these fire fatalities, AFD began to conduct canvassing events within 
neighborhoods after catastrophic events.  This helped bring awareness to the community that 
fire fatalities and injuries are preventable with a working a smoke alarm.  As seen in table 3, 
AFD initially began to install one smoke alarm per day in fiscal year 2009.  The next year, the 
performance measure increased to install three smoke alarms per day.  After the 
implementation of the FEMA grant, AFD installed 2,294 free smoke alarms.   
 
Table 3:  Number of Free Smoke Alarms installed by AFD by Fiscal Year 
 

 
 
 
After the fire fatalities, Chief Kerr made a promise that the Austin Fire Department will make 
tireless efforts toward zero fire deaths within the city.  From this tragedy, Chief Kerr coined the 
term “Do your Part” as a way to get the community engaged in the fire safety message.    While 
working smoke alarms alone do not prevent or reduce the occurrence of residential fires, 
smoke alarms provide early notification to occupants.  Combined with public fire safety 
education and community engagement, the Austin Fire Department strives each day to achieve 
zero-fire deaths. 
 

Literature Review 
  

In 2013, 61% of civilian fire fatalities occurred in residential structures in the state of Texas 
(Fires in Texas 2013).  Often times when a fire occurs, a vast majority of the fatalities are a 
direct result from smoke inhalation rather than thermal injuries.  Early detection devices are 
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critical in defining life and death moments during a fire.  Fire departments throughout the 
United States work diligently to develop smoke alarm programs and provide public education 
tools to help make their communities safer.  While the type of smoke alarm programs and 
public education initiatives vary from fire department and city, several studies compare the 
long-term efficacy of these programs. 
 
In a three-year study conducted in five states across the US, researchers compared the long-
term impact that smoke alarm programs have within the community (Harvey et al. 2004). This 
study compared two different strategies of smoke alarm initiatives.  In the first strategy, the fire 
department installed smoke alarms in residential homes through canvassing events and home 
visits.  In the second program, fire departments gave smoke alarm vouchers to residents in the 
community, which allowed the individual to receive a free smoke alarm from a local retail 
store.  The study found that when following up six to 12 months after the smoke alarm 
initiatives, individuals that had a smoke alarm directly installed by the fire department were 
90% more likely to have functioning smoke alarms as compared to the 65% of individuals that 
received vouchers (Harvey et al. 2004).  The study found on average, approximately 47% of 
individuals in the voucher group did not redeem their vouchers (Harvey et al. 2004).     
 
Similarly, in a study conducted in eight areas of Minnesota, North Carolina, and Oklahoma, 
researchers found that canvassing door-to-door seemed to be the most effective method in 
installing the highest number of smoke detectors (Shults et al. 1998).  Additionally, in the study 
home visits were conducted to check detectors that had been distributed three to four years 
earlier.  Researchers found that 76% of households did not have working detectors.  Nuisance 
alarms were the primary reason occupants removed batteries from smoke alarms (Shults et al. 
1998).  In a separate study evaluating the effectiveness of fire safety programs that installed 10-
year smoke alarms, only one-third of the alarms were still functioning after ten years (Jackson 
et al. 2010).  Thirty-seven percent of the alarms were missing and 30% of the alarms were 
present but not functioning.   
  
Likewise, in a study conducted in Oklahoma, a targeted intervention free smoke-alarm 
giveaway program resulted in an 80% drop in hospitalizations and fire deaths (Mallonee et al. 
1996).  However, when the residents failed to install the smoke alarms provided to them, there 
was no reduction in fire injuries.  As result, the study found that providing residence with 
vouchers was not as effective as fire departments installing smoke alarms directly (Mallonee et 
al. 1996).  Additionally, researchers concluded that follow-up with residents between six to 
eight months after the initial installation may increase the long-term probability that the smoke 
alarms will be functioning (Jackson et al. 2010).    
  
When conducting door-to-door canvassing and installing smoke alarms directly in residents’ 
homes, fire departments are able to conduct home safety inspections.  Identifying unsafe or 
hazardous behaviors, such as over loaded electrical outlets, unsafe cooking practices, or 
blocked exits are all opportunities to further reduce the likelihood of injury in case of a 
fire.   Within the UK, a study found that when fire departments conducted home safety visits 
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there was an 11% reduction in fire deaths and 16% reduction in fire related casualties from 
2008 to 2010 (Arch and Thurston 2012).   
  
Additionally, when conducting door-to-door canvassing, fire departments have an opportunity 
to provide face-to-face fire safety education.  The goal of effective, fire safety education is to 
influence human behavior and help the public be better prepared for emergencies.  When 
interacting with diverse populations, it is important to develop fire safety education tools that 
are culturally diverse and representative of the community.  
 
In a study conducted by South Metro Fire Authority, the department explored how differences 
in cultural and religious beliefs create challenges in community risk reduction.  By interviewing 
minority community leaders, the study found that cultural traditions such as burning candles at 
alters or popping firecrackers during celebrations pose challenges toward implementation of 
community risk reduction.  One solution the study suggested was to develop fire safety 
education tools that use specific cultural examples to target specific communities.  These tools 
should be language appropriate (Whipple 2009).   
 
Similarly, in a study conducted by the Rockford Fire Department, the study found that a large 
percentage of structure fires in Rockford occurred in predominately Hispanic communities 
(Washburn-Livingston 2010).  The fire department realized that a majority of their fire safety 
education programs were taught in English and only focus on young children.  The study found 
that by having more Spanish language brochures and Spanish speaking instructors, the 
department was able to develop effective fire safety education tools for this high-risk 
population.  Additionally, the fire department became increasing more visible within these 
communities, which helped to build trust and rapport (Washburn-Livingston 2010).     
 
Likewise, Tulsa Fire Department realized that the fire safety education tools they currently had 
were not effective in influencing change within the local Hispanic communities.  As a result, 
Hispanic communities in this area were at a much higher risk for fire casualties (Myers 2007).  
Similarly, West Palm Beach Fire Rescue Department conducted a study to determine why their 
comprehensive risk reduction program was not significantly impacting local Hispanic 
communities (Triana 2007).  The study found that none of the fire safety programs were offered 
in Spanish (Triana 2007).  Myers (2007) stated that language barriers are a primary obstacle in 
reaching hard to reach populations.  Language barriers pose a challenge for fire departments 
when trying to provide effective fire safety education.    
 
Cultural and racial/ethnic differences are not the only challenges that fire departments may 
face when creating effective fire safety messages.  Elderly population groups are often hard to 
reach due to social isolation or physical impairments.  In a study conducted by Diekman et al. 
(2010), researchers revealed that three important factors affect effective fire safety education 
to the elderly.  First, fire departments needed to build a relationship with elderly communities.  
This was achieved by attending community events geared toward this population.  By 
establishing a presence in the community, the fire department was able to build rapport and 
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trust with elderly communities.  Lastly, the fire safety presentations needed to be relevant to 
this population.   
 
Similarly, Smerz (2003) states that educational programs for the elderly should peak senior’s 
interests by referring to historical examples and previous experiences.  Elderly adults validate 
their beliefs based on their own experiences and are able to incorporate what they learn into 
something meaningful and relevant.  In a study conducted by Harrison Township Fire 
Department, the study found that effective fire education for elderly adults should be 
interactive.  Additionally, the length of the presentations should be short for elderly adults 
(Seitz 2006). 
 
Shields et al. (2013) found that in 34% of homes headed by elderly adults, there was not the 
recommended coverage for smoke alarms in the home.  These homes rarely had a working 
smoke alarms on each floor (Shields et al. 2013).  Elderly adults represent one of the highest 
risk groups for fire fatalities and injuries.  One reason is due to physical disabilities that prevent 
quick and easy escape (USFA 1999).  Another reason may be hearing challenges that hinder the 
early notification of smoke alarms.    
 
Currently within fire safety education, deaf or hard of hearing populations have largely been 
underserved.  While there has been steady progression on improving fire safety education for 
the public, these advancements have not completely addressed the needs of deaf or hard of 
hearing communities (USFA 1999).  In a study conducted about market research and public 
education directed toward deaf communities, many deaf communities felt that their fire safety 
needs were not being met through the existing mainstream messages.  Additionally, many 
individuals in this group were not aware of the existence of hearing-impaired smoke alarms or 
where to find them (USFA 1999).  
 
In a study conducted by Forsyth Fire Department, the department explored ways begin to 
provide fire safety education for deaf or hard of hearing populations (Parker 2014).  The study 
found that to increase fire safety awareness for deaf or hard of hearing communities, public 
service announcements with fire safety messages should be advertised in newspapers, senior 
centers, and schools.  Additionally, the department found that purchasing special devices for 
deaf or hard of hearing communities can allow the fire department to gain access to these 
populations by installing hearing impaired smoke alarms.   
 
Comprehensive fire safety education should strive to meet the needs of specific populations.  
By being culturally sensitive and providing relevant and meaningful messages, fire departments 
are better able to gain the trust of specific communities and gain a deeper understanding of 
challenges that may arise.  Cultural and ethnic diversities are not the only ones that need to be 
considered when designing effective fire safety education messages.  When targeting hard to 
reach groups such as the elderly, deaf, or hard of hearing, or mobility impaired it is essential to 
develop tools that help build rapport and establish relationships.   
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Process  

In January 2013, the Austin Fire Department applied for the Fire Safety and Prevention FEMA 
grant.  The motivation to apply for this grant was because it corresponded directly with the 
department’s mission of zero-fire deaths.  FEMA approved the 12-month grant on June 24, 
2013 for $250,000.  The deliverables stated that AFD would: 

 Coordinate 12 canvassing activities targeting identified neighborhoods, resulting in the 
installation of 700 smoke alarms and 360 home safety inspections 

 Participate in four events organized for people with disabilities, resulting in the 
installation of smoke alarms and home safety inspections of 100 households 

 Participate in two events for senior citizens, resulting in the installation of smoke alarms 
and home safety inspections of 50 households  

 Participate in three multicultural family events, resulting in the installation of smoke 
alarms and home safety inspections of 50 households 

 Perform at least 40 model home safety and extinguisher training demonstrations at 
community events with the grant-funded fire safety trailer 

 Create market-specific publications to distribute grant-funded printed materials to 
vulnerable populations, resulting in 100 smoke alarm installations   

 Translate the market-specific publications into English, Spanish, Korean, and Chinese 

 Create market-specific videos and audios in English, Spanish, Korean, and Chinese 

 Purchase 12 iPads to show market-specific videos and audios 
o iPads are also to be used to administer surveys to free smoke alarm recipients 

and attendees of the fire safety trailer demonstrations  

 Create a FEMA grant specific website 

 Purchase 10 backpacks equipped with the appropriate tools for smoke alarm 
installations educational  
 

AFD recognized that in order for the grant to be successful, it would take an inter-departmental 
effort.  In July 2013, the Community Outreach division coordinated a meeting for Planning and 
Research, the Public Information Office (PIO), the Grants Coordinator, Purchasing, and the IT 
department to discuss the deliverables of the grant and evaluate what appropriate steps 
needed to happen to make the grant successful (See Appendix B). 

The grant was awarded during the period prior to the end of the fiscal year.1  As a result, AFD 
had to get special approval from City Council to approve large purchases within the grant 
budget.  AFD began purchasing smoke alarms in September 2013.  Simultaneously, the 
Community Outreach division developed an information bulletin PowerPoint that was 
distributed to all operations personnel.  The information bulletin discussed the appropriate 
paperwork AFD personnel were required to collect during canvassing events and smoke alarm 

                                                           
1
 City of Austin fiscal year is October through September. 
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installations.  These forms included a liability release form, a condensed version of the home 
hazard checklist, and the smoke alarm survey (See Appendix C-E).   

In order to advertise for the smoke alarm and fire safety education programs, the internal PIO 
division advertised on the Austin Fire Department website.  The PIO division worked on 
marketing efforts to local radio stations, television stations, and print media.  Additionally, 
within the first month of grant, Community Outreach began to design educational materials to 
distribute during canvassing events.  Community Outreach began to contracting with 
translators to translate the brochures into Spanish, Korean, and Chinese. 

During this time, the Planning and Research section developed the smoke alarm survey and the 
fire safety trailer survey.  The survey was created in both paper and electronic forms.  Since the 
grant awarded AFD with 12 iPads, not all operations units would be able to administer the 
survey using these devices.   As a result, paper surveys were used in conjunction with the iPads 
in order gather survey data.  The smoke alarm surveys were translated into English, Spanish, 
Korean, and Chinese.  Additionally, Planning and Research designed a second survey for the fire 
safety trailer demonstrations.  This survey was administered using iPads and was translated into 
English and Spanish (See Appendix F). 

Community Outreach contracted a video and audio production consultant to help create four 2-
minute videos and audios on topics about smoke alarm installations, fire extinguisher 
education, home fire drills, and fire kitchen safety.  The videos and audios, translated into 
English, Spanish, Chinese, and Korean were created to supplement the fire safety brochures 
and downloaded into the 12 iPads (See Appendix G).   

After the start of the fiscal year, the Austin Fire Department needed special approval from City 
Council to purchase the fire safety trailer.  During this time, AFD placed purchase orders for the 
iPads and canvassing supplies.  One of the purchases was 45 smoke alarm installation 
backpacks that were given to field operations.  The backpack included smoke alarms, the 
appropriate paperwork, a stepladder, and a screw driver for easy installation.   

After completing the purchasing requirements for the grant, Community Outreach began to 
schedule large canvassing events throughout Austin.  Using historical incident data and data 
from the 2010 Census, Planning and Research created several maps of areas to canvass that 
met the demographic needs of the grant.  Some populations, such as individuals with 
disabilities, were not identified using the Census 2010 data.   

Community Outreach began to reach out to various local groups to target specific populations.  
Community Outreach developed relationships with the Texas School for the Deaf, The Texas 
School for the Blind, the Greater Austin Hispanic Chamber of Commerce, Capital City African 
American Chamber of Commerce, and the Asian American Resource Center.  Through these 
partnerships, Community Outreach scheduled four events organized for people with 
disabilities, three senior citizen events, and four multicultural family events.   

Additionally, Community Outreach scheduled and conducted 40 fire safety educational training   
events with a high number of adult and children attendees.   The fire safety trailer was used to 
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show residents how to react in case of fire in a residential structure.   The children and adults 
were taught important home safety tips including smoke alarm installations, home fire drills 
and evacuation, kitchen fire prevention, and how to properly use a fire extinguisher.  Attendees 
saw a short video about the importance of fire safety.  After the completion of the fire safety 
demonstration, attendees were asked to complete a brief survey and adults were encouraged 
to sign up for free smoke alarm installations and home safety visits.   

Results 

At the completion of the grant, AFD was able to complete a majority of the deliverables.  Below 
is a detailed breakdown of each of the grant deliverables and the results. 

Grant Results: 

 Coordinate 12 canvassing activities targeting identified neighborhoods, resulting in 
the installation of 700 smoke alarms and 360 home safety inspections 

o Results: 
 Conducted 12 Canvassing Events 
 Installed 1,046 smoke alarms 
 Conducted 92 Home safety inspections 

 Participate in four events organized for people with disabilities, resulting in the 
installation of smoke alarms and home safety inspections of 100 households 

o Results: 
 Conducted four community events that included people with 

disabilities 
 Visited a total of 149 homes yielding 448 smoke alarms installations, 

including 250 hearing impaired smoke alarms installed in 63 homes of 
people with hearing impaired disabilities 

 Conducted 59 home safety inspections 

 Participate in two community events targeting senior citizens resulting in the 
installation of smoke alarms and home safety inspections of 50 households 

o Results: 
 Conducted three community events that included senior citizens 
 Visited 54 households resulting in 92 smoke alarm installations and 20 

home safety inspections 

 Participate in three community events targeting multicultural family events resulting 
in the installation of smoke alarms and home safety inspections in 50 households 

o Results: 
 Conducted four community events that included multicultural 

families 
 Visited 50 homes resulting in 129 smoke alarm installations 
 Conducted seven home safety inspections 

 Purchase Model Home Fire Safety Trailer 
o Results: 
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 Worked with vendor to design/purchase a “State of the Art” Fire 
Safety Trailer that is equipped with the latest Fire Safety training 
technology including self-generating digital flames and smart props 
that respond directly to the Trainee’s actions 

 Timelines from initial purchase request - trailer delivery 

 12/12/13 – forwarded purchase request/memo to City Council 
for approval 

 01/20/14 – received City Council approval 

 02/14/14 – issued purchase order  

 06/09/14 – received trailer 

 Complete at least 40 Fire Safety Training educational demonstrations 
o Results: 

 Conducted 40 events (from 6/14 – 10/14) resulted in reaching 
approximately 12,227 people (7,745 adults/seniors and 4,482 kids) 

 Fire Safety Training events were held throughout the city, including 
areas that are considered to be socially economically and 
disadvantaged neighborhoods, senior citizens, and multicultural 
family neighborhoods   

 Design/print market-specific publications and educational material 
o Results: 

 Designed/printed Home Safety Tips brochures printed in English, 
Spanish, Korean, Chinese, and large font brochure for visually 
impaired citizens 

 Door hangers 
 Postcards 

 Create Fire Safety Tips videos/audios in English, Spanish, Korean, and Chinese 
o Results: 

 Created 28 Fire Safety Tips videos and audios (16 videos/12 audios) in 
English, Spanish, Korean, and Chinese.  Specific topics focused on:  

 Smoke Alarm Installations 

 Proper use of Fire Extinguishers 

 Preparing a Fire Escape Plan 

 Kitchen Fire Safety 

 Purchase 12 iPads and install Home Safety Tips videos/audios 
o Results: 

 Purchased 12 iPads and all the required software installed to meet 
the FEMA grant requirements 

 Installed Fire Safety Tips videos and audios 
 Smoke Alarm Installation Surveys 
 Smoke Alarm Liability Forms 

 Create a FEMA Grant specific website  
o Results: 
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 Website created and houses all FEMA grant videos, audios, 
educational publications 
 

  Purchase 10 installation backpacks 
o Results: 

 Purchased a total of 45 backpacks equipped with power drills and 
step-ladders  

In total, AFD installed 1,715 smoke alarms in 1,480 households (71.5% above the grant 
deliverable) and conducted 182 home safety inspections (23.5% below the grant deliverable).   

Smoke Alarm Survey Results 

At the completion of the grant, 555 smoke alarm surveys were returned (38% response rate).  
The purpose of the survey was to explore Austin residents’ current knowledge of smoke alarms 
in their home and to understand the impact that educational materials may have on future 
behaviors.  The survey also helped provide feedback on the residents experience in working 
with the fire department to install free smoke alarms.  Respondents were informed that 
participation in the survey was voluntary and in no way affected the smoke alarm installation in 
their home.  Participants also had the option to skip certain questions if they did not find them 
relevant or felt uncomfortable providing an answer. 
 
The percentages calculated for the tables are based on the respondents that answered the 
question.  In Table 4, approximately 75.5% of participants stated that there was a smoke alarm 
present in the home prior to the Austin Fire Department installing a free one.  Twenty-three 
percent of the respondents stated that there was no smoke alarm present before AFD installed 
one and approximately 1.5% of the respondents were unsure if there was a smoke alarm 
present prior to the Austin Fire Department’s visit.     
 
Of the 23% of respondents that said there was no smoke alarm present, some of the reasons 
provided for not having a smoke alarm included:  old or broken smoke alarms, ceilings too high 
to install a smoke alarm, respondents could not afford a smoke alarm, the smoke alarm kept 
going off because there were smokers in the home so the alarm had been disabled, lack of 
education, and the home had recently been remodeled and new smoke alarms were not 
installed.  Several of the respondents stated that they were unsure if the current smoke alarms 
they had were working because it had been years since last changing them.   
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   Table 4        Smoke Alarm Survey Answers 
  
Variables         %   Frequency (f) 
  

Were smoke alarms present before AFD? 
Yes     75.5%   410 
No     23%   125 
Not Sure     1.5%   8 

Location of Smoke Alarms
2
 

Living Room    26.5%   147 
Dining Room    6.8%   38    
Kitchen     13.5%   75 
Bedroom    41.8%   232 
Bathroom/s    2.9%   16 
Hallway     59.8%   332 
Unknown    0.2%   1 
Other Areas    3.9%   22 

Last time smoke alarm tested 
Within the past week   5.7%   25    
1 week to 1 month ago   11.3%   49 
2-3 months ago    15.4%   67 
4 months or longer   27.4%   119 
Have not tested it   16.1%   70 
Unknown    24.1%   105  

Last time smoke alarm replaced 
Less than 1 year ago   27%   117 
Between 2-5 years    15.5%   67 
Between 6-10 years   8.5%   37 
More than 10 years   8.5%   37 
Have never replaced   18.5%   80 
Unknown    21.9%   95 

Working batteries in smoke alarm 
Yes     69.8%   310 
No     16.0%   71 
Unknown    14.2%   63 

Removed Batteries from smoke alarm/s 
Yes     42.3%   208 
No     48.0%   236 
Unknown    9.8%   48 

If, yes what were the reasons for removing battery from smoke alarm
3
 

False Alarm (no fire)   15.1%   84  
Needed the batteries    7.0%   39 
Stop the Chirping    15.3%   85 
Unknown    4.7%   26 
Other     4.5%   25 

                                                           
2
 This question is not mutually exclusive.  Participants were able to check all answer options that applied.  

Participants also had the option to skip questions.  Since the questions are not mutually exclusive, the 
denominator for each answer is 555 (total number of participants).  This field may exceed or be less than 100%. 
3
 This question is not mutually exclusive.  Participants were able to check all that applied.  Participants had the 

option to skip questions.  Since the questions are not mutually exclusive, the denominator of 555 (total number of 
participants. This field may exceed or be less than 100%. 
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Table 4 Continued         Smoke Alarm Survey Answers 
  

Variables         %   Frequency (f) 
 

Emergency Escape Plan  
Yes     53.7%   284 
No     38.9%   206 
Unknown    7.4%   39  

Experienced a Fire in the Home 
Yes     10.5%   56 
No     88.1%   468 
Unknown      1.3%   7 

If, yes did fire department respond
4
 

Yes     48%   47  
No     46.9%   46 
Unknown    5.1%   5     

Cause of Fire
5
 

Cooking     2.7%   15 
Improperly Discarded Smoking Materials 1.1%   6   
Improperly discarded matches or lighter  .5%   3 
Candle left unattended   .5%   3 
Heater Malfunction   .4%   2 
Electrical or appliance malfunction  2.0%   11     
Intentionally set fire   .4%   2 
Unknown    1.8%   10 
Other     3.8%   21 

Installation of Smoke Alarms 
Dissatisfied    1.2%   6 
Neither Dissatisfied nor Satisfied  0.6%   3 
Satisfied     93.0%   454  
No Opinion    5.1%   25 

Distribution of fire prevention and safety information 
Dissatisfied    1.1%   5    
Neither Dissatisfied nor Satisfied  1.9%   9 
Satisfied     88.9%   418  
No Opinion    8.1%   38 

Information provided in the video 
Dissatisfied    0.6%   2   
Neither Dissatisfied nor Satisfied  2.8%   10 
Satisfied     45.8%   163  
No Opinion    50.8%   181  

Professionalism of the Firefighters (Crew) 
Dissatisfied    0.8%   4    
Neither Dissatisfied nor Satisfied  0.8%   4 
Satisfied     95.0%   456  
No Opinion    3.3%   16 

                                                           
4
 Within the paper survey, many people that indicated they had not experienced a fire also indicated that the fire 

department did not respond to the fire.  Some of the respondents may have not understood this question and 
rather than skip the question, they answered no.   
5
 This question is not mutually exclusive.  Participants were able to check all that applied.  Participants had the 

option to skip questions.  Since the questions are not mutually exclusive, the denominator of 555 (total number of 
participants).  This field may exceed or be less than 100%. 
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Table 4 Continued        Smoke Alarm Survey Answers 
  

Variables         %   Frequency (f) 
 

Test your smoke alarm/s monthly 
Not at all likely    4.8%   23  
Somewhat likely    26.5%   127 
Very likely    65.0%   312   
No Response    3.8%   18  

Replace your smoke alarm/s every 10 years 
Not at all likely    3.1%   15    
Somewhat likely    13.7%   66 
Very likely    79.4%   382   
No Response    3.7%   18 

Develop an Emergency Action Plan 
Not at all likely    3.4%   16  
Somewhat likely    14.5%   68 
Very likely    75.7%   356   
No Response    6.4%   30  

Check home regularly for possible hazards 
Not at all likely    2.1%   10  
Somewhat likely    15.6%   76 
Very likely    78.8%   383   
No Response    3.5%   17 

Tell others about Free Smoke Alarm Program 
Not at all likely    1.8%   9 
Somewhat likely    10.1%   50 
Very likely    85.8%   424   
No Response    2.2%   11     

How did you learn about the free smoke alarm program?
6
 

Austin Fire Department came to my door 23.4%   130 
Door Hanging Brochure   2.7%   15 
Through a friend or family member  13.9%   77 
Austin Fire Department website  1.6%   9 
Advertisement on Austin Fire Department  
   Vehicle    1.6%   9  
Attended an event   26.3%   146 
Social media    1.8%   10 
Radio advertisement   .5%   3 
Television advertisement   7.0%   39 
Print advertisement   2.2%   12 
Community Organization    5.9%   33 
Other     12.8%   71 

 
 
When participants were asked to rate the information provided in the video, 0.6% were 
dissatisfied, 2.8% were neither dissatisfied nor satisfied, 45.8% of respondents stated they were 

                                                           
6
 This question is not mutually exclusive.  Participants were able to check all that applied.  Participants had the 

option to skip questions.  Since the questions are not mutually exclusive, the denominator of 555 (total number of 
participants).  This field may exceed or be less than 100%. 
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satisfied, and 50.8% of respondents did not have an opinion.  The high no opinion response rate 
regarding the video is a direct result of not all residents viewing the fire safety videos.  With 
limited iPads used during canvassing events and smoke alarm installations, several units did not 
have the ability to show participants the videos.  As a result, several respondents were unable 
to answer this question. 
 
At the conclusion of the survey, respondents were asked to provide optional demographic 
information.  Many of the respondents did not complete this portion of the survey.  Since the 
liability release form captured this data, many times respondents did not feel it necessary to 
provide duplicate information.  The demographic information provided for the grant was 
recorded in the liability release forms, which provided more accurate information about the 
respondents.  The respondents that chose to answer the survey portion of the demographic 
information provided insight as to the types of individuals more likely to answer surveys. 
 
Of the individuals that chose to answer the optional survey and demographic section, a resident 
in the household was African American (13.3%), White/Caucasian (32.4%), Hispanic/Latino 
(26.8%), Native American (0.5%), and/or Asian American (2.7%).7  In 85.1% of households, 
English was the primary language spoken at home.  Other languages included Spanish (13%), 
Chinese (0.4%), and Vietnamese (0.4%).  American Sign Language, Russian, and Hindi were 
languages also spoken in the home. Additionally, within 16.6% of the households, there were 
deaf or hard of hearing individuals, 9.4% of households had someone in the home that was 
mobility impaired, and 3.6% of the households had someone with a visual impairment. 
 
The electronic surveys designed for the iPads, generated questions based on the answers 
provided from the previous answers.  As a result, not all individuals were asked certain 
questions if they were not relevant.  For example, respondents that indicated that they had 
never experienced a fire in the home were not asked details about the fire cause or if the fire 
department respondent.  A challenge of administering paper surveys, however, is that 
respondents had the option to answer (or not answer) all the questions.  As a result, for the 
question regarding the presence of fire departments in the home after a fire, an exceedingly 
high number responded to the question as compared to those that answered they had 
experienced a fire in the home.  These data discrepancies were evident in the paper surveys but 
not in the electronic survey information. 
 
Fire Safety Trailer Results 
 
After the fire safety trailer demonstrations, AFD used the grant purchased iPads to conduct a 
short survey to understand the attendees’ current knowledge of smoke alarms in their home 
and determine how informative the fire safety trailer demonstration was for the audience.  A 
total of 180 fire safety trailer demonstration surveys were completed.  The respondents were 

                                                           
7
 These categories are not mutually exclusive.  Respondents were asked to provide a list race and ethnicity for all 

the individuals in their home. 
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told that the surveys were voluntary.  The percentages calculated for the tables are based on 
the respondents that answered the questions.   
 
In Table 5, when asked if the respondent currently had working smoke alarms, 88.3% of the 
respondents said yes, 8.3% of the respondents said no, and 3.3% were unsure.  Some of the 
reasons stated for not having a working smoke alarm were lack of money, not being familiar 
with smoke alarms, needing batteries, or the alarms were broken.   
 
Table 5          Fire Safety Trailer Survey Answers 
  
Variables         %   Frequency (f) 
  

Do you currently have a smoke alarm/s in the home? 
Yes     88.3%   159 
No     8.3%   15 
Not Sure     3.3%   6 

Location of Smoke Alarms
8
 

Living Room    61.1%   110 
Dining Room    27.2%   49    
Kitchen     41.7%   75 
Bedroom    67.2%   121 
Bathroom/s    10.6%   19 
Hallway     59.4%   107 
Unknown    1.1%   2 
Other Areas    1.1%   2 

Working batteries in smoke alarm 
Yes     88.0%   139    
No     4.4%   7 
Unknown    6.7%   12 

Last time smoke alarm tested 
Within the past week   9.5%   15    
1 week to 1 month ago   20.9%   33 
2-3 months ago    24.1%   38 
4 months or longer   18.4%   29 
Have not tested it   9.5%   15 
Unknown    17.7%   28  

Last time smoke alarm replaced 
Less than 1 year ago   44.9%   71   
Between 2-5 years    14.6%   23 
Between 6-10 years   4.4%   7 
More than 10 years   1.3%   2 
Have never replaced   12.0%   19 
Unknown    22.8%   36 

Emergency Escape Plan  
Yes     47.8%   85    
No     47.2%   84 
Unknown    5.1%   9  

                                                           
8
 This question is not mutually exclusive.  Participants were able to check all answer options that applied.  

Participants also had the option to skip questions.  Since the questions are not mutually exclusive, the 
denominator for each answer is 180 (total number of participants).  This field will exceed 100%. 



 

23 
 

56 

 
Table 5 Continued        Fire Safety Trailer Survey Answers 
  

Variables         %   Frequency (f) 
 

Information Provided in the Fires Safety Presentation 
Not Very Informative   2.8%   5 
Somewhat informative   5.1%   9 
Very Informative    91.0%   162 
No Opinion    1.1%   2  

Information provided in the fire safety video 
Not Very Informative   4.5%   6 
Somewhat informative   3.0%   4 
Very Informative    71.7%   94 
No Opinion    21.8%   29   

 
 
The electronic surveys designed for the iPads, generated questions based on the answers 
provided from the previous answers.  As a result, not all individuals were asked certain 
questions if they were not relevant.  The low number of survey responses to the fire safety 
trailer survey can be attributed to the delay in receiving the fire safety trailer.  Overall, the 
response rates for both of the surveys provided valuable feedback and information to the fire 
department.   

Lessons Learned 
 

Through the duration of the grant, AFD learned many valuable lessons.  The unexpected 
challenges include time constraints that impacted purchasing and receipt of particular 
deliverables, data collection and data management, gaining access to specific populations, 
providing appropriate notification of canvassing events in the community, and gaining buy-in 
through all levels of the department.  Understanding the extent of these challenges can help 
future fire department navigate through them successfully.   
 
Time Constraints 
 
Early into the grant period, AFD realized that in order to meet the listed deliverables the grant 
coordinator would need to file an extension.  The first challenge occurred when attempting to 
purchase the fire safety trailer.   
 
Due to various City of Austin policies, AFD had to get special permission for the large purchase 
of the fire safety trailer.  Once the specifications of the fire safety trailer were determined and a 
price quote was received, the initial request was forwarded to City Council for approval in 
December 2013.  A month later, City Council approved the request and two weeks later, the fire 
safety trailer was purchased.  In June 2014, the fire safety trailer arrived.  The first fire safety 
trailer demonstration occurred on June 27, 2014.  Without the five-month extension, AFD 
would not have been able to meet the grant deliverable of 40 fire safety trailer demonstrations.   
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Additionally, the purchase of the iPads took longer than initially anticipated.  The 12 iPads were 
purchased at the end of October 2013, but did not arrive until January 2014.  This left 
approximately six months of smoke alarm installations and canvassing events without the 
iPads.  As a result, hard copies of liability release forms and surveys were administered to 
residents and manually entered by Community Outreach and Planning and Research. 
 
Time constraints and adherence to purchasing protocols not only affected the contracting and 
purchasing of high cost items.  Time constraints affected the ability to prepare the iPads with 
the required deliverables for canvassing and for procuring a production contractor to help 
create the videos and audios.  Due to varying schedules and workload, the shooting of the 
videos were delayed until late summer of 2014.  As a result, from January through August, AFD 
used several FEMA videos to show to the resident various topics on cooking safety, fire 
extinguisher safety, and fire escape plans.  Competing work schedules and projects delayed 
loading the iPads with the appropriate videos and surveys.  This task was completed in May 
2014.  The first time the iPads were used during a canvassing was June 2014. 
 
While purchasing of large items took much longer than anticipated, the purchasing of the 
smoke alarms and fire safety backpacks was an easier process.  Within the first month after the 
grant approval AFD had purchased additional smoke alarms and were installing smoke alarms in 
residential homes.  Understanding how time constraints can affect the timeline of a grant will 
help to manage expectations early on when assigning tasks.   
 
Data Collection 
 
Prior to the grant, AFD was installing smoke alarms and conducting canvassing events 
throughout the city.  At this time, however, paper copies of the liability release forms were 
completed by the resident, sent into Community Outreach by operations units, and manually 
entered into an Access database.   
 
With the implementation of the grant, AFD saw this as an opportunity for process 
improvement.  Previously, paper work got lost after canvassing events, which made it 
increasingly difficult for AFD to measure impact of the smoke alarm program.  Without proper 
documentation, AFD could not determine which homes had a smoke alarm installed by the 
Austin Fire Department.       
 
With iPads, AFD aimed to move toward paperless data collection.  Electronic versions of the 
liability release form and survey allow firefighters to submit the paperwork online.  Not only are 
firefighters no longer responsible for keeping paper documentation, Community Outreach can 
simply upload the submitted file.  This reduces human error when manually entering data.   
 
While awaiting the delivery of the iPads, however, AFD continued to use paper copies of the 
liability release forms and surveys.  Initially, the return rate of the liability release forms was 
approximately 20%.  While the firefighters were doing the work, this could not be proven 
without proper paperwork.  Community Outreach created a business intelligence tool that 
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showed the completion of smoke alarm installations as compared to the documentation 
returned.  Once Battalion Chiefs were able to visualize the low return rate of paperwork 
compared to the number of smoke alarm installations completed, the chiefs were able to hold 
the stations and shifts accountable.  The Battalion Chiefs talked to specific stations about the 
importance of completing grant paperwork.  Once operations units began to understand the 
importance of proper documentation, the return rate increased to approximately 40% within 
the next few weeks.  At the end of the grant period, the returned paperwork from each station 
was between 68-77%. 
 
Another challenge of data collection was the added step of distributing a survey during smoke 
alarm installations.  Initially, the response rate of the smoke alarms survey was about 10%.  One 
of the reasons for the low return rates was the amount of time spent within the home during a 
canvassing event.  For the grant, firefighters were expected to install smoke alarms in the 
home, provide educational handouts, show fire safety videos, and if requested, perform home 
safety inspections.  When adding a survey into the workload, each smoke alarm installation 
could take 15 minutes to 30 minutes.  During canvassing events firefighters only had a few 
hours to install smoke alarms within a neighborhood before going back on shift.  As a result, in 
the beginning smoke alarm surveys were not distributed consistently among fire crews.    
 
Community Outreach and Planning and Research used a triangulation methodology to 
distribute the surveys.  Since the liability release forms were being returned more consistently, 
AFD created a mailer to residents who had received a free smoke alarm, but had not returned a 
survey.  With a letter from Fire Chief Kerr explaining the importance of this data, the survey was 
mailed to residents (See Appendix H).  If time permitted, firefighters were still asked to 
distribute the survey during the smoke alarm installation. 
 
The survey response rate increased significantly after the mailer was distributed.  Mailing 
surveys was a more efficient use of resources and time.  The resident had the advantage of 
providing complete and truthful feedback without concern that a firefighter was viewing their 
answers.    
 
AFD is continually improving its mobile data capabilities.  The liability release form is still being 
collected through paper.  However, several different electronic programs and applications have 
been tested to see which works best for paperless data collection.  AFD aims to begin paperless 
data collection for smoke alarm installations in January 2015. 
 
Gaining Access to Hard to Reach Populations 
 
While the City of Austin’s population is extremely diverse, targeting specific segments of the 
population can be challenging.  Developing partnerships within the community help to gain 
access to hard to reach populations.  Prior to the grant, AFD had several existing partnerships 
with local and non-profit organizations.  When the grant was awarded, Community Outreach 
enhanced and developed existing and new partnerships.  Community Outreach and the Austin 
Fire Department developed relationships with the Texas School for the Deaf, Texas School for 



 

26 
 

56 

the Blind, the Greater Austin Hispanic Chamber of Commerce, Capital City African American 
Chamber of Commerce, and the Asian American Resource Center.  AFD regularly attended 
meetings and became visible within these communities.  Through these partnerships, 
Community Outreach scheduled four events organized for people with disabilities, three senior 
citizen events, and four multicultural family events.      
 
However, while partnerships allowed AFD access to specific segments of the population, once 
the access was gained, it was the responsibility of the fire department to maintain trust.  One 
strategy was to provide fire safety education tools in a variety of languages.  AFD created a 
comprehensive fire safety program by developing brochures and fire safety videos and audios 
in four different languages.  These messages were meaningful and relevant to the target 
groups.  Additionally, when installing some hearing-impaired smoke alarms, AFD had  a 
firefighter fluent in American Sign Language accompany them, which made the resident more 
comfortable and give AFD the ability to gain and maintain the trust of the resident. 
 
However, while AFD attempted make sure the appropriate resources were available to the 
residents at all times, hectic work schedules sometimes made this difficult.   Instances when 
AFD was able to have a bilingual representative present during smoke alarm installations, the 
resident seemed more receptive to the fire safety information.   
 
Appropriate Notification 
 
One deliverable that AFD did not meet was the number of home safety inspections.  Prior to 
the grant, AFD conducted extended home safety inspections (home hazard assessments) where 
firefighters did an extensive search of hazards in the home.  A home hazard assessment could 
take up to an hour to complete depending on the size of the home and number of hazards.  
After the grant, a condensed version of the home hazard assessment provided the resident a 
checklist.  The document enabled firefighters to discuss major highlights with the resident 
about important hazards, but did not require the firefighter to go through the house unless the 
resident requested.  The home hazard checklist did not replace the extended home hazard 
assessment.  The extended home hazard assessments were conducted at the residents’ 
request.   
 
One of the reasons that fewer home hazard assessments were conducted, may have been that 
AFD did not advertise before a canvassing event.  As a result, many people were surprised when 
AFD came to the door.  While the resident may have been comfortable allowing the fire 
department to install free smoke alarms, they may not have been as receptive to allow 
firefighting crews to explore their home for hazards.  As a result, many residents declined a 
home hazard assessment, which prevented AFD from reaching the targeted home safety 
inspection goal.   
 
Additionally, similar to the challenge faced with the smoke alarm survey, the extended home 
hazard assessment was time consuming to perform during a smoke alarm canvassing.  A 
resident would have to schedule a separate appointment for a home hazard assessment.  This 
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added step may have inadvertently dissuaded residents from scheduling a follow up 
appointment.    
 
By advertising within neighborhoods a week before canvassing, AFD may have increased the 
number of smoke alarm installations and home safety inspections.  Appropriate notification 
would have allowed more people to be home for the event.  Another viable solution would be 
to canvass a neighborhood over the course of several days.  The resident would then be aware 
that the fire department was in the neighborhood and may be more willing to let firefighters 
explore the home for hazards. 
 
Getting Buy-In 
 
One of the most significant lessons learned during the grant was the importance of getting buy-
in for the program at all levels.  Chief Kerr and the Austin Fire Department understand the 
importance of installing free smoke alarms and offering targeted fire safety education.  The 
mission of zero-fire deaths is embraced throughout the department.  However, when adding 
increased responsibilities and workload to an already busy schedule, firefighters may easily feel 
overwhelmed.   
 
One of the ways to get increased buy-in from all levels of the organization was to create an 
information bulletin that outlined the importance of the smoke alarm and fire safety initiative.  
By explaining the significance of the grant and the potential impact this could have on 
residents, firefighters were able to gain perspective on their role in this mission.  Additionally, 
at each canvassing event, Community Outreach made a concerted effort to thank the 
firefighters for their hard work and remind them the importance of the grant.   
 
By changing the focus of the fire department to a proactive model rather than reactive, AFD 
emphasizes not only protecting the citizens, but also protecting our firefighters.  This change in 
focus, while challenging, is extremely beneficial within the fire service.   
  

 
Recommendations 

 
While AFD was able to overcome several of the challenges that arose during the grant, some 
recommendations for other fire departments would include: 

 Keep time constraints in mind when determining deliverables.  Purchasing and receipt 
of large items may take longer than anticipated and make meeting deliverables difficult.    

 Data collection is extremely important.  While AFD found that paperless options 
improve the return rate of appropriate documentation, this may not work efficiently for 
other departments.  Find a data collection method that works best for your agency. 

 Develop partnerships with community organizations and leaders that have access to 
hard to reach populations.  By developing a presence with these community 
organizations, the fire department builds rapport and trust with the citizens.  
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 Create market specific fire safety tools that are relevant and meaningful to the targeted 
populations. 

 When conducting home visits, try to have bilingual representation.  This helps build 
rapport and trust. 

 Provide appropriate notification and marketing in neighborhoods prior to canvassing.  

 Get buy-in for the program at all levels.  Explain the importance of the mission and each 
person’s role in achieving these goals.   

 
Conclusion 

 
AFD continues its mission toward zero-fire deaths through installing free smoke alarms and 
providing increased public education within the community.  However, AFD acknowledges that 
areas for further research include a long-term assessment of the impact of the free smoke 
alarm program and fire safety education messages to the public.  Measuring the long-term 
impact of these programs can lead to better predictive analytics that help to identify high-risk 
groups within the community.   
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Appendix 
Appendix A Map of City of Austin 
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Appendix B- Timeline 
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Appendix B Continued - Timeline
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Appendix C – Liability Release Forms 

 



 

36 
 

56 

Appendix C Continued - Liability Release Form Spanish 
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Appendix D - Home Hazard Assessment Checklist 
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Appendix E - Smoke Alarm Survey  
English Survey 
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Appendix E Continued - Spanish Survey 
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Appendix E Continued - Korean Survey
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Appendix E Continued - Chinese Survey
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Appendix F  
Fire Safety Trailer Survey-English 
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Appendix G – Fire Safety Brochures  
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Appendix H  
Letters from Fire Chief Kerr for Smoke Alarm Survey Mailer  

English 
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Appendix H Continued Reminder Letter - English 
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Appendix H Continued - Letter from Chief Kerr – Spanish 
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Appendix H Continued - Reminder Letter – Spanish 
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