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High-intensity exercise following trauma among firefighters

Maryam Kara*, Huda Hajjaj*, Nick Halmasy**, Luciana Macedo*, Rebecca Gewurtz*
* School of Rehabilitation Science, McMaster University
**After the Call

Farvaipue-i 7 alsda Tharyrw 2 rvmnd Py ag lnie

R S SN L [ -

o —— e B — - —

R Bl o . — - [, LT A T T T W N P T P TV T U
= e I —

ke . sl B T T T T L B e e

Rkl ol e re rrimurie s

—_n - o ke | it

R P [ R e

- = [—

Thativat 3 Tiga Thatvrs T Whilerrnria 1) Eit (vt Treime 4 Fedddilory of Boghi- b oimi] iy £ wein e Cracunion snd Fuiies et ars
Y T P T S T T SR Svmra e L R S e
et m—
Ta ) g borreey = ey e . e et W TR A 1 Lryr e S e e v o e L ey
— a S

(R T s N g SRS ]

T AN R W e e e

5, o st i P e i Ped P T el shoms S ] e Py Bk

i o . B D il ol el e B i i B Pt el e i ¢

U R b o Ve ] ot e i S PRl
e r w mEan

W by e el mwr e ey rinl skl =im et ¥ RN B e P RS R T T e e o e e —
e ey 0 e b e S EREp T [ Ay — .
R Ty e Fal e W M W NN e Y s R [Ep— gy e s e ey e e g e e e [
Wl i e g o il By e s e s 3 e e by I T T TSR S TR TR [ —— Wy "R WP BRI S —" T | 54
e . Luwrw vy, w1l e ¥ e

o e by s e’ . i 1 e ey i oy el e B
P AN T TR Sl S T Bl e S 1 LY
T LI S I SR ——

e m— R @ e e
w1 R g gy ww o g  pm—
=y -|.—I-|-|r'|.|'| L. LR 1
o e o e o

References
Braun, V. & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77-101. doi: 10.1191/1478088706qp0630a

Kleim, B. & Westphal, M. (2011). Mental health in first responders: A review and recommendation for prevention and intervention strategies. Traumatology, 17(4), 17-24.

https://doi.org/10.1177/1534765611429079
Qi, W., Gevonden, M., & Shalev, A. (2016) Prevention of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder after trauma: Current evidence and future directions.Current Psychiatry Report, 18(2), 20, doi: 8choolof
\ / Rehabil rtsaton
cience

10.1007/s11920-015-0655-0
Rosenbaum, S., Vancampfort, D., Steel, Z., Newby, J., Ward, P. B., & Stubbs, B. (2015). Physical activity in the treatment of post-traumatic stress disorder: a systematic review and meta-

analysis. Psychiatry research, 230(2), 130-136.

AFTER THE CALL
k¥



Introduction

e Firefighters face high levels of stress and trauma in their jobs, which can lead to PTSD
(Kleim & Westphal,2011; Rosenbaumet al.,2015).

e Various interventionsdeveloped to treat PTSD are not always accessible
o Stigmatowards mental health problems is a barrier among firefighters (Qi,cevonden &shalev, 2016).
e Needtodevelopinterventionsthat are accessible and acceptable to firefighters
o Preventthe development of PTSD
o Build resiliency
o Promote recovery
e Promisingapproach: high-intensity exercise (Rosenbaumetal, 2015)
o Accessible,proactive intervention approach

Objectives

(1) Explore the capacity for implementing recommendations associated with high-intensity exercise among
firefighters

(2) Identify next steps for research and practice



Methods

e Qualitative key informant consultations with 8 firefighters
o Conducted by two student researchers with mentorship from faculty advisor
o Recruitment was purposive and based on a snowball sampling approach
e Consultations
o Phone or web conferencing (Zoom), audio recorded
o Approximately 1 hour
e Semi-structured interview guide
o Current practices following trauma
o Beliefsabout the feasibility of a high-intensity exercise protocol
o Keyfactors for adherence and compliance
e Analysis

o Descriptive,thematic approach (Braun &Clark, 2006)

o Student researchersindependently listened to audio recordings and developed themes collaboratively
o ldentified themes focused on opportunities and challenges

o Considerations for future research and practice



Participant Table

Joshua Campbell Fulltime 20 years Male Toronto
Giannis Karabassis Fulltime 6 months Male Mississauga
Volunteer 3 years
David Smith Fulltime 13 years Male Toronto
Ravi Kapur Fulltime 15 years Male Mississauga
Mindy Chu Fulltime 5 years Female Toronto
Doug Harris Fulltime, WFI* PFT** 8 years Male Mississauga
Amanda Mosinski Fulltime 12 years Female Mississauga
Tariq Alawi Fulltime, Acting captain, PFT 26 years Male Toronto

*Wellness Fitness Initiative
**Peer Fitness Trainer



Theme 1: Current Practices

Current practices are evolving and beneficial, but do not meet the needs of all firefighters.

“Departments are startingto realizeit’sa really big problem, | don't think they know how to handle it
yet.” - Minay Chu

“The crew or captain can encourage you to reach out for help. Aslong as you're doing your job, no one
/sgoingto force you to reach out for help.” - David Smith

The fire departments have resources available such as peer support, Critical Incident Stress
Teams, and Employee Assistant Programs. For the majority of the time, however, it is up to the
individual to reach out and access the services. Therefore,some individuals often do not
receive the necessary supports and services they require following a traumatic incident,
leading to the potential development of PTSD.



Theme 2: Sigma

Stigmatowards mental health conditionsisadying culture, but still apparent in
firefighters.

“I run into burning buildings but | feel sad toaday.” - Joshua Campbell

“With the younger generation, people are more willingto taltk about - not so much that
suck it up, buttercup mentality,’ but it’'sstill there for sure.” - Minady Chu

While some participants stated that stigma towards accessing supports has
drastically decreased amongst firefighters, most stated that is still exists. As current
practices are not meeting the needs of all firefighters, many individuals “fall between
the cracks.” Often, individuals do not reach out for the fear of appearing weak.



Theme 3: Willingnessto Exercise

Most firefightersare receptive to implementing exercise programs.

“The younger guysare more receptiveto exercise.” - Doug Harris

Each stakeholder has confirmed that their firehall does have an exercise facility, but
it is typically quite smalland has older and/or broken equipment. Firefighters often
times bring in their own equipment or do body weight exercises. Some stakeholders
reported enjoying group exercise with their team. Some participants noted that
older firefighters exercise less often and with less intensity.



Theme 4: Feasibility of High-Intensity Exercise

Implementing a high-intensity exercise program will be challenging for firefighters.

“Everything in your mind and body is heading in the other direction from high intensity.” - Joshua
Carter

“If you could prove that it would really benefit your heart and your brain, that might change people’s
views” - Amanda Mosinski

Participants highlighted that the timing of the exercise program would have to fit their
schedule. When returning from a traumatic call, the main priority is to prepare the truck for
another calland to rest. To get buy-in from firefighters to follow an exercise program
immediately following a traumatic call, they would need evidence about its benefits and it
would need to be specific and relatively short. Suggestions for implementation included
recommending cycling, being mindful of injuries,and keepingthe program short in order for
the teamto be ready for another call.



Conclusion and Future Directions

e There is a need to expand trauma prevention interventions amongst
firefighters

e Evidence suggests that high-intensity exercise could help reduce the
long-term symptoms associated with trauma osenbaum et al., 2015)

e Firefighters are receptive to the implementation exercise programs

e Currently no research exists on the impact of exercise for trauma
prevention in first responders

e There is a need to develop a protocol for exercise following a critical
traumatic incident

o Examine timing, duration, and type of exercise program
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