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 Statement of the problem: Firefighters are at elevated risk for a range of safety and health outcomes, including 

musculoskeletal injuries, burns, cardiovascular disease, and certain types of cancer. Much of the research on firefighter safety and 

health has focused on in-field exposures, since firefighters may encounter chemical and physical exposures as well as potentially 

high levels of stress when responding to calls. In many fire departments throughout the US, however, firefighters spend the 

majority of their working hours inside the fire station, where working conditions (including the physical environment, work 

organization, psychosocial factors, and job tasks/demands) can influence individual safety and health outcomes and behaviors). 

Little research has been reported on the working conditions found at the fire station. To improve firefighter safety and health and 

plan interventions that are responsive to their work setting, we need to broaden our understanding of the workforce, and the day-to-

day conditions of work at the fire station.  

Procedures: We completed semi-structured key informant interviews with fire lieutenants and captains at four fire stations 

in the Boston area (n=7) in the spring of 2016. The purpose of the interviews was to assess the work environment at the fire station, 

with the aim of identifying conditions of work that may influence the safety and health of firefighters. Questions focused on the 

daily activities of firefighters at the station, the role of the fire station in firefighter safety and health, and workforce characteristics. 

Interviews lasted approximately 40 minutes. Additional qualitative data were collected through participation observation of 

firefighters and documented with formal note taking immediately following the observations. 

 Analyses: Interviews were transcribed and analyzed for thematic content using Nvivo (QSR International (Americas) Inc., 

Burlington, MA, USA). Notes from the participant observations were used to further explore themes from the interview transcripts.  

Results: The qualitative data revealed several important themes about firefighters and the fire station work environment. 

First, a majority of the firefighters in Boston (62% overall, and 96% of new hires since 2010) are veterans, as a result of a state law 

that gives preference for civil service jobs to veterans. Issues such as post-traumatic stress disorder and past exposures from time in 

the military may impact health of the firefighters. The second theme observed was high levels of stress in general, due to both past 

military experiences, as well as related to on the job exposures. In addition to witnessing traumatic events such as fires, accidents, 

and other events in the field, firefighters jump into action within seconds when a call comes in, which can be quite stressful and 

impact sleep both on and off the job. The third theme to emerge, poor air quality in stations, was the main health issue specifically 

related to the fire station. Many firefighters questioned the effect the perceived poor air quality had on their health. Specific 

concerns related to diesel exhaust from trucks idling or entering/exiting the fire station and from off-gassing from contaminated 

bunker gear and equipment brought back to the station from fires. The final theme from the qualitative data collection related to a 

strong sense of brotherhood among the firefighters. This was attributed in part to past military experience, as well as the bonding 

that can form during and after stressful events experienced on the job and the fact that firefighters work in shifts of 24 hours, 

spending a lot of time at the station, which can feel like a second home. Firefighters work as a team throughout the day, and often 

exercise, meals, and other recreational activities are done together.  

Practical Implications: The effectiveness of interventions to combat the high rates of injury and illness among firefighters 

may improve when it responds to the conditions of work found at the fire station, including environmental exposures and the work 

organization. Further emphasis should be placed on the fire station as a place to focus future firefighter research and practice, given 

the potential impact it may have on safety and health behaviors and outcomes.   

Conclusions: The conditions of work encountered by firefighters at the fire station are unique when compared to other 

industries. Firefighters have intermittent high stress/high demand work, with periods of low work activity in between calls. The fire 

station becomes a second home for many firefighters due in large part to the strong brotherhood between firefighters. Many 

firefighters, especially in the Boston area, are veterans. In addition to specific workforce characteristics and daily activities at the 

fire station that may influence safety and health of firefighters, the environmental conditions of the fire station, specifically the 

poor air quality, and the potential adverse impact on firefighter health was noted as a concern. Future research on firefighter health 

and safety should consider these aspects of the job when designing studies in order to create targeted and effective workplace 

interventions.  
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