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Females, Fire, and Families: 
Understanding the Role of Health and 

Wellness
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• Women in the fire service
• Reproductive health
• Physical health
• Discrimination & harassment
• Mental health
• Alcohol use
• Cancer

Overview
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Women in Emergency Services

General population: 50.5%

Emergency Medical Services: 35.5%

Military: 18%

Police: 13% 

Fire: 4%

Reproductive Health: The ConcernsReproductive Health: The Concerns

• Chemical, biological, radiologic exposures
• Shift schedule
• Extreme physiological strain of 

emergency response
• High ambient temperature and noise 
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• Reporting pregnancy
• At the end of 1st trimester

• Restricting duties
• Do not restrict until 2nd or 3rd

• 10% never restrict duties 

• Department policies
• 58% have pregnancy policy
• 66% have maternity leave 

policy

Reproductive Health: The JobReproductive Health: The Job

Reproductive Health: The ImpactReproductive Health: The Impact

• Miscarriage rates
• 2x national average
• Volunteer > Career
• Wildland/WUI > Career
• Risk increases with 

subsequent pregnancies 
• Preterm birth rates

• Higher than national rate
• Other outcomes
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Recently ReleasedRecently Released

SCAN CODE TO DOWNLOAD:

61.5

Physical Health: ObesityPhysical Health: Obesity

Career women: 15.6%
Volunteer women: 31.6%

Career men: 33.5%
Volunteer men: 43.2%

General population: 41.1%
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61.5

Physical Health: Predictors of ObesityPhysical Health: Predictors of Obesity

• Age: those in their 40’s & 50’s TWICE as likely to be obese compared 
to those <29

• Years of Service: those with >31 years FOUR TIMES as likely to be 
obese than <10 years experience

• Race: Minorities 42% more likely to be obese than Caucasian FFs
• Rank: Chiefs & Company Officers more likely to be obese than 

FF/Medics
• PTSD & Depression: significantly related to obesity

Head/Neck: 9.5%

Shoulder: 13.1%

Back: 22.5%

Arm: 
7.7%

Knee: 
16%

Hand: 
17.1%

Hip: 2.4%

Leg: 5.2%

Ankle: 
9.5%Foot: 

4.2% Other: 7.0%
EMW-2015-FP-00848

Physical H
ealth: Com

m
on Injuries
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61.5

Physical Health: Type of Duty Physical Health: Type of Duty 

61.5

Physical Health: InjuriesPhysical Health: Injuries

• Impact of PPE
• Training differences
• Fitting in
• Predictors: race, health, 

BMI, substance use, mental 
health
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69% experienced differential treatment based on gender

24% said their gender created barriers to career advancement

20% said the hiring process does not fairly select & hire applicants

23% said promotions are not decided upon fairly

20% said “I have seen my supervisor’s authority challenged because of their gender”

15% said staff in their dept are treated differently based on their sexual orientation

Discrimination and HarassmentDiscrimination and Harassment

I have experienced incidents because of my gender involving: Current Study
% Yes

Shunning/isolation 40.8
Privacy in showers, dormitory, or when changing clothes 29.3
Verbal harassment 37.4
Pornography 25.4
Sexual advances 36.9
Dormitory accommodations 33.4
Training denial or differences 20.8
Station assignments 24.4
Hazing 16.8
Hostile notes, cartoon, or other written material 12.9
Meal-time related difficulties 11.0
Assault 5.2
These incidents continue in the present 20.5

Discrimination and HarassmentDiscrimination and Harassment
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Discrimination and Harassment: The ImpactDiscrimination and Harassment: The Impact

Women who experienced high severity of harassment and 
discrimination: 
• 300% more likely to suffer from depression
• 150% more likely to suffer from PTSD
• 2 times more likely to have driven while intoxicated
• 40% increased number of poor health days
• 120% more likely to report one injury in the last 12 months
• Report higher rates of work stress
• Less likely to recommend becoming a firefighter
…compared to women who experienced little or no harassment or 
discrimination 

Home/Life Stressors

Acute Exposures 
(e.g. LODD, 

terrorist attack)

Chronic 
Repeated 

Exposure to 
Trauma

Environmental 
Exposures

Sleep/Circadian 
Rhythm Disruption

Injury/Disability

Depression

Anxiety

PTSD

Cardiovascular 
Disease 

Substance 
Use/Abuse

Cancer

Suicidal 
Ideation 

Epigenetic 
Changes

Resilience & 
Post Traumatic 

Growth

Mental Health: The Job Stress
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Mental Health: The Outcomes

• Depression: 20% vs 27%
• Repeated exposure to trauma 
• Sleep
• Natural disasters 

• PTSD: 6x higher than general pop
• Women > men 
• Sleep and depression 

• Suicide:
• Suicidal ideations 13.5% vs. 46.8%
• Plans: 3.9% vs. 19.2%
• Attempts: 4.6% vs 15.5%

• 40% reported binge drinking in the past 30 days
• 4.3% reported driving while intoxicated
• 16.5% screened positive for problem drinking
• Problem drinkers were 2.5x more likely to 

experience depression or PTSD
• Risk of injury increased 40%

Alcohol Use and Women FirefightersAlcohol Use and Women Firefighters
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CancerCancer

Cancers found to be elevated among 
firefighters in one or more studies 
(Daniels, LeMasters, Tsai, Ma)

• Daniels (2014) found cancer incidence among women was elevated but not 
statistically significant

• Female bladder cancer incidence was statistically significant
• Nearly half of all women’s cancer cases were breast cancer (46% higher than 

general population)
• Nearly all breast cancer cases were diagnosed prior to age 55 with the highest 

rates between ages 50-54
• Most cancer deaths (for women) were from breast cancer

Cancer and Women FirefightersCancer and Women Firefighters



1/21/2023

11

• Lee (2019) found female FFs had an elevated risk of brain and thyroid 
cancers and melanoma

• Ma and colleagues (2006) found female FFs had significantly increased 
incidence rates of overall cancer, cervical and thyroid cancers and 
Hodgkin’s disease

Cancer and Women FirefightersCancer and Women Firefighters

Most Common Cancer Symptoms

A subtle AND persistent
health change lasting 
2 weeks or more.
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3 Steps Detect:
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