Back Injury Prevention Protocol for Firefighters. Christy Sinlon, & LaVonne Fox

Department of Occupational Therapy, University of North Dakota School of Medicine & Health Sciences, 501 North Columbia Road, Grand Forks, ND 58202

Why have so many firefighters been affected by cumulative trauma disorders, repetitive strain disorders and upper-extremity musculoskeletal disorders? While such injuries can't be avoided entirely, ergonomically appropriate fire facility design, in conjunction with smarter work habits and a strong core fitness program could help limit firefighter injuries (Fire Chief, 2003). The National Institue of Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) reported that "back injuries account for nearly 20% of all injuries and illnesses in the workplace." Back injuries and back injury claims cost the nation an estimated 20 to 50 billion dollars per year (NIOSH, 1997). These high costs and injury numbers have been a concern for the Casper Fire Department (CFD). The methodology utilized included a review of the literature to identify the best practices for a fitness program designed for firefighters. In addition, both an analysis of the current Casper Fire Department fitness program and an analysis of their essential job functions was performed. The information gleamed from the applied methods supported the need for a program. The result of this scholarly project was the development of a strong Core Strengthening and Injury Prevention Program for firefighters at the Casper Fire Department. The Core Strengthening Program and the YMCA Healthy Back Program are designed as a guide for Occupational Therapists' to implement for the prevention of back injuries and provide the necessary information to maintain or achieve a healthy back. The Occupational Therapist has the educational preparation for job analysis, ergonomic assessment and intervention as well as the understanding of the psychosocial factors related to the needs of the firefighter  The program integrates job analysis and ergonomic factors while taking into consideration the psychosocial factors The protocol includes two sections, the Core Strengthening Program and the YMCA Healthy Back program. Each section is a three phase program that concentrates on strengthening the abdominals muscles, the inner muscles of the pelvic floor and increasing flexibility in conjunction with strengthening the lower back muscles to decrease the rate of back injuries. The programs are designed to decrease the frequency and amount of back injuries sustained by CFD firefighters on the job and increase their overall quality of life.

