Adrenaline & the Fire-Rescue Worker

By: Gary Edwards

We've all seen evidence of it, and we have dllitielbut do we understand it? It's powerful, it's
Scary, but we can control it, and we definitely ead do benefit from it.

Anyone who does public speaking or hear the ringnoélarm, tones from a pager, sirens in
the distance can and will experience the effec&doénaline; it's natural. If given time to
properly prepare, the effects of extra adrenalow Ehould not be that noticeable.

Every time the alarm bell rings, or the pager ga&sand when you arrive on the scene, your
Adrenaline will flow as fast as you've ever feltat extra adrenaline starts to flow in your
blood stream to help your body cope with what it nave to do.

Also called thdight or flight response, or the "acute stress response”, was first destiily
Walter Cannon in 1929. The theory states that dsimneact to threats with a general discharge
of the sympathetic nervous system. The responsdateasecognized as the first stage of a
general adaptation syndrome that regulates steep®mnses among vertebrates and other
organisms. In layman's terms, an animal has twoepivhen faced with danger. They can
either face the threat ("fight"), or they can avthid threat (“flight").

As firefighter, we rely on this reaction to do gaib and face the threat in hand.

The onset of a stress response is associated patlifis physiological actions in the
sympathetic nervous system, both directly and eadly through the release of epinephrine and
to a lesser extent norepinephrine from the meadiflthe adrenal glands. The release is
triggered by acetylcholine released from pregamigisympathetic nerves. These
catecholamine hormones facilitate immediate physezctions by triggering increases in

heart rate and breathing, constricting blood vessetnany parts of the body—but not in
muscles (vasodilation), brain, lungs and heartr@asing blood supply to organs involved in
the fight)—and tightening muscles. An abundanceabécholamines at neuroreceptor sites
facilitates reliance on spontaneous or intuitiveaxaors often related to combat or escape.

Normally, when a person is in a serene, unstimdlatate, the "firing" of neurons in the locus
ceruleus is minimal. A novel stimulus (which courdlude a perception of danger or an
environmental stressor signal such as elevatedddeurls or over-illumination), once
perceived, is relayed from the sensory cortex efifain through the thalamus to the brain
stem. That route of signaling increases the rateoddrenergic activity in the locus ceruleus,
and the person becomes alert and attentive taieoement.

If a stimulus is perceived as a threat, a morensgeand prolonged discharge of the locus
ceruleus activates the sympathetic division ofat®nomic nervous system (Thase &
Howland, 1995). The activation of the sympathe&icvous system leads to the release of
norepinephrine from nerve endings acting on thethblmod vessels, respiratory centers, and
other sites. The ensuing physiological changesttatesa major part of the acute stress
response. The other major player in the acutesstesponse is the hypothalamic-pituitary-
adrenal axis.



It is a drug used as a heart stimulant and musteant.
Any shock or surprise can initiate an adrenalirshru
(Expect it)

Use it to your benefit.

We must all be crazy, we run into burning building®en even the cockroaches are running
out. We routinely do abnormal things. We shouldetghat our bodies won't understand.

Adrenaline Friend or Foe
The Fire-Rescue worker must learn to use Adrendtirtes or her benefit.
It will be present, and it can be an ally, butahde an enemy.

We've all seen the fire fighter run up to the scame start ripping things apart; this usually
ends up badly.

Calm rational thinking is imperative to the sucéalssompletion of any task and even more on
the scene of an emergency where nothing is nornthh@ny things can happen unpredictably.
Remember all other people on the scene are figlatingh of adrenaline, and their actions may
be influenced by this as well.

Several things can be doneto keep our adrenaline flow in check:

=

Volunteers, have your clothes ready by the bedgtn

2. Volunteers, put your gear on before arriving omscgorepare so this is easy)
Suspenders? Chin strap?

3. Walk, don't run.

4. Take the time to think things out carefully (prexpkize-up )

5. Take mental notes of the whole scene (What elgeirgg on besides your task? What
are others doing? This can eliminate surprises.)

6. Officers should be aware of those having difficdigndling Adrenaline rushes and

coach as required.

Our normal lives don't involve too many surprised ¢his allows us to normally function
calmly, but a bunch of surprises thrown at ustatirce can throw our mental capabilities into
turmoil.

Adrenaline flow will be increased in the most exeeced Fire-Rescue worker, but it can be
channeled to add physical and mental strengthcpsresl.

e Hauling hose
e Pumping hand operated hydraulic tools
o Lifting things (caution: within reason)



Remember Adrenaline is flowing in victims as wet, make sure they agree with and
understand your actions.

E.g. many drowning victims have grabbed onto auesm a "death grip” that can actually
drown the rescuer.

Don't go home and try to go to sleep right aftetrassful situation. Critical Incident Stress
debriefing can help (formal or informal).

Expect a wind down period as your body uses ugtisess of adrenaline pumping through
your system. Go have a coffee, talk about it, atakr as in a critical incident stress
debriefing.



