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FOREWORD

The U.S. Fire Administration (USFA), an important component of the Department of Homeland Security
(DHS) Preparedness Directorate, serves the leadership of this Nation as the DHS's fire protection and
emergency response expert. The USFA is located at the National Emergency Training Center (NETC) in
Emmitsburg, Maryland, and includes the National Fire Academy (NFA), National Fire Data Center
(NFDC), National Fire Programs (NFP), and the National Preparedness Network (PREPnet). The USFA
also provides oversight and management of the Noble Training Center in Anniston, Alabama. The mission
of the USFA is to save lives and reduce economic losses due to fire and related emergencies through
training, research, data collection and analysis, public education, and coordination with other Federal
agencies and fire protection and emergency service personnel.
The USFA's National Fire Academy offers a diverse course delivery system, combining resident courses,
off-campus deliveries in cooperation with State training organizations, weekend instruction, and online
courses. The USFA maintains a blended learning approach to its course selections and course
development. Resident courses are delivered at both the Emmitsburg campus and its Noble facility. Offcampus courses are delivered in cooperation with State and local fire training organizations to ensure this
Nation's firefighters are prepared for the hazards they face.
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UNIT 1:
FIRE RISK FOR
VERY YOUNG CHILDREN
(AGES 5 AND UNDER)

TERMINAL OBJECTIVES

The students will be able to:
1.

Explain the risk-reduction process.

2.

Identify and develop strategies to address fire and life safety risks among very young children
(ages 5 and under).

ENABLING OBJECTIVES

The students will:
1.

Identify unique characteristics of preschool age children that influence how life safety programs
are developed and delivered.

2.

Present ten characteristics of the preschool age group that contribute to their vulnerability in fire
situations.

3.

Identify appropriate fire safety messages and successful methods of delivery to achieve program
goals.

4.

List at least ten individuals, agencies, and organizations that can support and/or fund local efforts
to address fire risk among very young children.

5.

Through scenario analysis, develop a plan to address a fire problem that is affecting a population
of young children.
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FIRE PREVENTION FOR HIGH-RISK POPULATIONS: AGE AND DISABILITY
FACTORS
Focus of the Course
The course Fire Prevention for High-Risk Populations: Age and
Disability Factors seeks to identify and understand high-risk fire
populations. Unit 1 addresses "Fire Risk for Very Young Children (Ages
5 and Under)" and Unit 2 addresses "Fire Risk for Older and Disabled
Populations."
The course examines obstacles that face both the
emergency services and society when addressing risk among these special
groups.
The course content is organized into four components for each high-risk
group.
•

Characteristics of the Population.

•

Risk Factors.

•

Successful Programs.

•

Strategies for Reducing Risk.

FIRE RISK FOR VERY YOUNG CHILDREN (AGES 5 AND UNDER)
Terminal Objectives
The students will be able to:
1.

Explain the risk-reduction process.

2.

Identify and develop strategies to address fire and life safety risks
among very young children (ages 5 and under).

Enabling Objectives
The students will:
1.

Identify unique characteristics of preschool age children that
influence how life safety programs are developed and delivered.

2.

Present ten characteristics of the preschool age group that
contribute to their vulnerability in fire situations.
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3.

Identify appropriate fire safety messages and successful methods
of delivery to achieve program goals.

4.

List at least ten individuals, agencies, and organizations that can
support and/or fund local efforts to address fire risk among very
young children.

5.

Through scenario analysis, develop a plan to address a fire
problem affecting a population of young children.
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Activity 1.1
Student Introductions
Purpose
1.

To introduce you to other students in the class.

2.

To provide an opportunity for you to focus on how communities may be changing
and presenting various challenges to service professionals.

Directions
1.

Select a partner who is seated at your table.

2.

Interview your partner and be prepared to report on the following information:

3.

a.

Partner's name, place of residence, name and type of organization
represented, size of community being protected.

b.

Position in organization; length of time in fire/emergency services.

c.

Identify how their community (area of service) has changed over the past
10 years (population, geography, economically, social/cultural, recreation,
sports, business, tourist, etc.)

d.

Identify why your partner is attending this course and what he/she wishes
to obtain from the experience.

You will have 10 minutes to complete the interview and recording section. Each
person then will have 2 minutes to introduce his/her partner to the class and
overview the partner's community.

(An example of a student introduction follows.)
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Example of a student introduction:
•

I would like to introduce Maynard Delray. Maynard hails from Anywhere, USA,
and is an active member of the Acme Fire Department. Anywhere has a
population of 8,000 citizens, and the Acme Fire Department responds to about
700 calls each year. Maynard is a firefighter with the organization and has an
interest in community risk reduction.

•

The population of Anywhere is growing at a fast pace thanks to many new
industries locating in the community. Many families with young children are
relocating to Anywhere. In addition, the established population of Anywhere is
aging. Many folks have lived in the community over 60 years.

•

Maynard is attending the class to learn how risk-reduction efforts can be enhanced
in Anywhere, USA.
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DESIGNING A SUCCESSFUL RISK-REDUCTION PROCESS
An important skill as a community educator is the ability to assess and
address risk effectively. Community risk reduction is a process that
requires understanding and effort. Carefully designed strategies and
tactics are essential to the effective reduction of risk. Identifying the root
causes of fire and injury problems is an essential first step in the process of
addressing risk. Once the root causes have been exposed, the next step is
to identify who can benefit and who can help with the risk-reduction
process.

PROCESS OF EFFECTIVE, SUCCESSFUL COMMUNITY RISK REDUCTION
The factual review of America's fire problem clearly identifies the
rationale for enhanced community risk-reduction efforts. Following an
organized process when addressing community risk is essential to a
successful outcome.
Important point--Failure to follow an organized risk-reduction process
often results in a failed effort!
Requirements for Successful Community Risk Reduction
•

Individual commitment: At the center of every successful riskreduction process, a catalyst will be found.

•

Organizational support: Community education is an
institutionalized value within organizations leading a successful
risk-reduction process.
Institutionalized value means that the organization's leadership
supports and dedicates resources to community education.
Members of the organization support community education by
willingly assisting with prevention efforts.

•

Community support: Effective risk reduction requires active
support from the community.
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The Community Risk-Reduction Process

Step 1: Identify and Prioritize
Community Problem to be
Addressed

Collect,
Process,
Evaluate Data

Example:
Example: Examination
ExaminationofofIncident
Incidentreports
reports
shows
that
cooking
fires
cause
shows that cooking fires cause40%
40%ofof
structure
structurefires.
fires.

Step 2: Identify Root Causes
that Contribute to Occurrence
of Leading Fire Risks

Factors and
Human
Behaviors

Example:
Example: Examination
Examinationofofsequence
sequenceofof
events
reveals
unattended
cooking
events reveals unattended cookingasasthe
the
root
rootcause
causeofofmost
mostfires.
fires.

Step 3: Identify Primary and
Secondary Audiences to be
Included in Intervention Strategy

Target
Population

Step 4: Determine an
Intervention Strategy

Education
Engineering
Enforcement
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Example:
Example: Examination
Examinationofofincident
incidentanalysis
analysis
shows
many
cooking
fires
occur
in
the
shows many cooking fires occur in the
homes
homesofofdisabled
disabledolder
olderadults.
adults.
Example:
Example: Determine
Determinebest
bestintervention
intervention
strategy:
Education?
strategy: Education? Engineering?
Engineering?
Enforcement?
Enforcement?
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The Community Risk-Reduction Process
•

Step 1: Identify and prioritize the community problem to be
addressed:
The comprehensive collection, processing, and
objective evaluation of community-based data is an essential
component of the risk-reduction process.
Example: A fire department examines 5 years of incident reports
from the department and discovers that cooking fires cause 40
percent of structure fires in the community.
Important point: National statistics provide an overview of the
nationwide fire problem. The review of local statistics will reveal
the leading type of fires that occur in the local community.

•

Step 2: Identify root causes that contribute to the occurrence
of leading fire risks: Fires and injuries are understandable,
predictable, and most often preventable. It is important to examine
the factors and human behaviors that cause the fire to occur.
Examining the sequence of events that leads to the occurrence of a
typical event can reveal root causes. Asking questions like, "But
why is the incident occurring?" is another way to determine the
underlying reasons that affect vulnerability to fire and injury.
Example: The fire department looks at the sequence of events that
led to the occurrence of most cooking fires and asks, "Why are the
incidents occurring?"
Investigation reveals unattended cooking as the root cause of most
fires.

•

Step 3: Identify the primary and secondary audiences to be
included in an intervention strategy:
When addressing
community risk, it is critical to identify the target population
responsible for creating the incident.
It is equally important to determine if those at risk are an
established fire-risk population.
Example:
Through incident analysis, the fire department
discovers that many cooking fires occur in the homes of disabled
older adults.
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In addition, it also is important to identify audiences who may be
able to help reduce the risk among the primary target audience.
Example: Thorough examination of community demographics
reveals that most disabled older adults live in city-owned housing
properties. Family members of the older adults, housing staff, and
other community service providers may be able to help with the
risk-reduction effort.
Conducting market research on proposed target populations can
provide valuable information on how specific groups of people
may best receive prevention information. A person or group with
expertise in market research is a valuable resource to community
educators.
•

Step 4:
Determine an intervention strategy:
While a
challenging process, the combined use of education, engineering,
and enforcement initiatives is the most effective way to mitigate
community risk. The intervention strategy must include the
acquisition and careful use of community resources.
Education interventions are designed to raise awareness, provide
information and knowledge, and ultimately produce the desired
behavior. It is important to note that education is the root of the
entire prevention intervention system. People must be aware of a
problem and understand how their actions can bring about a
solution. This includes populations who design engineering
interventions or make public policy changes.
Engineering interventions are designed to change vehicles,
products, materials, and processes to make them less hazardous, or
to alter the environment to make it safer.
Examples related to fire safety include the various types of smoke
alarms, flame-resistive furniture, self-extinguishing cigarettes,
sprinkler systems, and "smart stoves."
Enforcement interventions refer to all the ways in which people
are required to act to reduce fires and injuries.
Examples related to fire safety include laws and building codes
that require the installation of smoke detection and sprinkler
systems.

Appendix A provides an example of the process of community risk
reduction.
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FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE RISK IN VERY YOUNG CHILDREN
The following information is important for community educators to
consider prior to developing fire and life safety programs to address risk
among young children:
According to the U.S. Bureau of the Census, Population Estimates and
Projections:
•

69.5 million children reside in the United States (26 percent of the
total U.S. population).

•

23 million are age 5 or under.

•

The overall number of children under 18 is projected to grow to
77.6 million by the year 2020.

Together, older Americans and children make up the "dependent
population." Children make up 67 percent of this dependent population.
This number is projected to decrease as the number of older adults
increases.
Racial and ethnic composition:
•
•
•
•
•

66 percent Caucasian , non-Hispanic;
15 percent African-American, non-Hispanic;
15 percent Hispanic;
4 percent Asian and Pacific Islander; and
1 percent Native American or Alaska Native.

The number of Hispanic children has increased faster than any other racial
or ethnic group tracked. It is projected that, by 2020, more than 1 in 5
children in the United States will be of Hispanic origin. In 1997, nearly
half of the Hispanic children had mothers who were born in the United
States.
Asian and Pacific Islander children doubled in number (from 2 to 4
percent from 1980 to 1997). There is a projected increase to 6 percent by
2020. Both immigration and fertility are identified as contributors to this
growth projection among these populations.

Language
Children who have difficulty speaking English and speak languages other
than English at home often have difficulty progressing in school. Later in
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life, similar challenges face them in the labor market. In 1995, 5 percent
of all school-age children (2.4 million) had such difficulty.
Due to the regional variation in concentration of immigrants and their
descendants, a greater percentage of children who speak another language
at home are found in the West (26 percent), versus the Midwest (6
percent). This includes children with or without difficulty speaking
English. The majority of children found to have difficulty speaking
English come from Hispanic (31 percent), Asian, or other (14 percent)
origin since they are more likely to speak another language at home. This
was compared to 1 percent of Caucasian or African-American nonHispanic children.

Family Structure
The amount and quality of resources (human and economic) available to a
child often are related to the number of parents (caregivers) living with the
child. Children growing up in a household with one parent are more likely
to be living in poverty as compared to those growing up in a household
with two parents (caregivers). It is estimated that, in the year 2000, 14
million children live below the poverty line in the United States (Source:
Feed the Children Program, Oklahoma City, OK).
•

In 1980, 77 percent of children in the United States lived with both
parents; in 1997 this number decreased to 68 percent. This decline
exists in all racial and ethnic groups.

•

24 percent of children in 1997 lived with their mothers only.

•

4 percent lived with their fathers only.

•

4 percent lived with neither of their parents.

•

75 percent of Caucasian children, 35 percent of African-American
children, and 64 percent Hispanic children lived with two parents.

Among the factors leading to an increase in children living with one parent
is the rise in the percentage of births to unmarried mothers. Children of
unmarried mothers are at higher risk for low birth weight and infant
mortality. They also are more likely to live in poverty than children living
with married mothers. (Source: Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics, National Vital Statistics
System.)
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Insufficient data exist regarding:
•
•
•
•

specifics about children's living arrangements (biological parents,
step-parents, adoptive parents, etc.);
children's relationship and interactions with nonresident parents,
especially fathers;
child care for all ages and types of care, regardless of parents'
working status (future reports to be available through the Survey of
Income and Program Participation); and
use of time (current studies being developed by member agencies
of the Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics).

Additional and updated information is available at the following Web
address: http://childstats.gov/index.asp.
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Reflection Questions
1.

How does this section's information apply to your community?

2.

What significant demographics related to children exist in your community?

3.

What information presented in a demographic review can assist in developing
messages, materials, and delivery of fire and life safety information?
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GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT INFORMATION
Understanding the developmental milestones of the very young child is
critical when developing and conveying safety information to this
population. Being aware of this process of motor skill growth and
intellectual capability will assist the educator in designing applications for
fire and life-safety education to young children.
Simply stated, growth and development characteristics tell us "what's
possible" for very young children to process cognitively. This
information should guide the messages being delivered and the method of
teaching life-saving behaviors to very young children.
Understanding when and how to present life safety education to
young children will help ensure learning takes place. This is especially
important when dealing with preschool children who perceive the world
very differently from older children.
Appendix B, "Stages of Human Growth and Development," provides
additional information on this topic.
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Activity 1.2
Identifying and Understanding Unique Characteristics
of Very Young Children
Purpose
To identify and list the growth and development characteristics of very young children
that should be considered when planning and delivering life safety education.

Directions
1.

You will work in your table groups.

2.

Your group will identify and list on an easel pad those characteristics that would
influence fire safety program design and delivery for very young children.

3.

With everyone in the small groups participating, the group will select and present
at least two of the unique characteristics of the preschool child.

4.

As each group presents, a class volunteer will record the characteristics discussed
on a master easel pad sheet.

5.

At the conclusion of all presentations, a spokesperson from each group will add
any remaining issues or characteristics not already presented.

6.

Each group will have 30 minutes to work on its list and prepare presentations, and
30 minutes for group presentation, feedback, and discussion.

At the end of the activity, the class will have compiled a working list of the unique
characteristics of a very young child that make delivering safety messages a real
challenge!
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MYTHS ABOUT CHILDREN, FIRE, AND FIRESETTING
From personal experience, and from what they read in the newspaper, see
on television, in the movies, and hear on the radio, parents, caregivers, and
professionals have some very interesting ideas about children and fire.
A lack of education and insight as to why children start fires can result in
myths about firesetting.
Some common myths:
•

"All children start a fire at some point in their lives."

•

"It's just a phase--they'll grow out of it."

•

"Show them burned bodies--that will make them stop."

•

"Burn a child's fingers--show them what fire does."

The need is to educate parents, caregivers, and professionals with factual
information about fire and children as a part of an overall plan to address
fire safety with very young children.

CONTRIBUTING FACTORS RELATED TO THE FIRE PROBLEM AND VERY
YOUNG CHILDREN
This section provides an introduction to childhood curiosity as it relates to
fire and the role this plays in the high fire death and injury picture for this
vulnerable age group. Other areas discussed will include how children
typically perceive fire and its use, and how they learn to respect its power.
Since much of the responsibility for providing safety and supervision of
very young children rests with their parents and caregivers, it is important
to review and discuss the myths that adults have about children and fire,
and facts that would bring about a clearer understanding of prevention and
safety behaviors.
As you review the information provided in this section, consider the
question: What do we know about young children and fire?
The combination of childhood curiosity, the availability of fire tools, and
children left unattended or unsupervised are major factors leading to the
high incidence of unintentional fires set by children.
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Unattended means left completely alone with no adult or babysitter;
unsupervised means left in the care of an adult or babysitter who was not
with them at the time of the fire.
Trends and studies conducted by the National Fire Protection
Association's (NFPA) Research and Data Division and The Center for
High Risk Outreach indicate that annually, fires set by young children
out of curiosity or experimentation account for over:
•
•
•
•

99,000 fire incidents;
2,800 injuries;
350 deaths; and
$280 million in property loss.

Recognizing the power of fire and how to harness and control this element
to best serve humanity has been a work in progress for humans since the
beginning of time. Unlike other substances in our environment that
enhance our daily living, the presence of fire creates a fine line between
control, usefulness, and disaster. The properties of fire alone--bright,
glowing, calming, colorful, dynamic, provides warmth, etc.,--are a natural
magnet to the appetite for learning exhibited by very young children.
From their very first birthday, when taught to "blow out the candles"
children get the messages that indicate
•

Fire is to be "celebrated."

•

Close proximity to a flame is OK.

•

Fire can be controlled magically--I blew it out!

This initial contact with fire, reinforced by the smiles and applause from
those around them, is an up close and personal experience with fire that is
not easily forgotten.
Around the age of 2 or 3, children begin taking notice of fire in their
environment and the use of fire tools (lighters, matches, etc.) by adults.
Some children begin wondering how and when they can "make fire," like
the grownups around them. Curiosity about fire often prompts children to
be especially cognizant of where lighters and matches are stored.
The fact that one match or lighter in the hands of a young child can create
a fire that quickly spreads to burn down an entire building, destroying
lives and property, is a concept that is foreign to many parents and
caregivers.
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To a young child, the fact that an uncontrolled fire is "dangerous and
deadly" may not make sense when their only frame of reference is seeing
fire in its controlled, positive, and useful form.
Interest in fire, especially among very young children, is normal and
natural. Setting fire is not!
Access to fire tools and the lack of
supervision are the two primary reasons why very young children set so
many fires.
Young curious firesetters may be boys or girls. They account for
approximately 60 percent of all fires set by children. The child does not
intend to be destructive, or to do damage to life and property. Usually
these are "one time only" firestarts, but they are not accidents!
A sequence of events and circumstances typically lead up to the fire.
Factors contributing to the incident often include a poor understanding of
fire behavior and unidentified hazards in the environment where the fire is
set.
According to the NFPA, preschool children are twice as likely to die in
a fire than any other age group. Fires are the leading cause of
unintentional death in the home for preschool children under age five
(Hall, J., "Children Playing With Fire, U.S. Experience," NFPA).
Not all children who are injured or die in fires are firesetters! Some
are innocent victims, who don't know what to do when fire strikes, whose
behaviors may be dictated by fear and the need to hide. About 300
children, ages five and under, die annually because they or another child
started a fire with matches or lighters. Another 800 are injured
(NFPA/NFIRS). The numbers are staggering!
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Activity 1.3
Factors Contributing to High Fire Risk
Among Very Young Children
Purpose
To identify factors that contribute to a high fire risk among very young children.

Directions
1.

You will work in your table groups.

2.

Each group will identify factors and/or environmental circumstances that place
very young children at highest risk for fire death and injury. Information should
be drawn from text resources, personal, and professional experience.
a.

Remember--Identifying the root causes that contribute to the occurrence
of leading fire risks is a critical component of successful risk reduction.

b.

Important point--Be sure to consider a broad spectrum of factors. Think
about the physical, cognitive, behavioral, and environmental factors that
may place very young children at high risk.

3.

Your group will have 20 minutes to complete this task. Responses should be
posted on an easel pad for review.

4.

A spokesperson from each group will give the class a summary of its findings
during the last 10 minutes of the activity.
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SUCCESSFUL PROGRAMS ADDRESSING VERY YOUNG CHILDREN
At one time, it was thought that preschool children were far too young to
learn about fire and fire safety behaviors. Their safety was totally reliant
on the care and attention provided for them by parents and caregivers.
While the majority of the responsibility for their protection and safety still
rests with parents and caregivers, landmark studies in 1980, done by
Children's Television Workshop™ (CTW™) (the producers of Sesame
Street™), identified how preschool children (ages 3 to 5) would interpret
televised fire and burn safety messages. Their findings apply to
nontelevised programs, as well as televised programs, and have guided fire
and life safety program development throughout the years. This also
resulted in the Sesame Street™ Fire Safety Resource Book prepared by
Children's Television Workshop™ under a grant from the U.S. Fire
Administration in 1982.
The following are highlights of the CTW™ study:
•

Showing a dangerous activity, even while warning against it, is
not recommended for preschoolers. Children may respond only
to what they see, not what they hear. Preschoolers need positive
modeling. An example of this would be to tell children not to
touch matches and lighters, while showing them a child lighting
matches in a closet. A child will remember, and perhaps imitate,
the strong visual, while not remembering the message.

•

Three to five year olds have an extremely limited vocabulary.
This limits the number and complexity of fire and burn safety
concepts that can be understood. Words like hot, fire, and meeting
place can be understood, while scald, prevent, appliance, and boil
are beyond their comprehension.
Avoid abbreviations such as SCBA for self-contained breathing
apparatus. Also avoid acronyms, sarcasm, abstract examples, and
adult humor with very young children. This age group has no
frame of reference to assist them in understanding what it is you're
trying to tell them!

•

Very young children have difficulty relating one event to
another, or making complex decisions. Preschool children must
be taught to respond to single events with a single action that is
most important. (Example--If the smoke alarm sounds, leave!)
Intermediate steps, such as touching the door to test for heat, are
not covered in detail for preschoolers.
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•

Young children are unpredictable in how they view the world.
They may focus on one part of a story and completely miss the
beginning or end. It is hard for them to link events. Linking the
beginning and end of the simplest story can be challenging for this
age group. They do not necessarily link a problem and its solution.

Additional research and testing was done by the National Fire Protection
Association®--Center For High Risk Outreach in developing and
producing their "Learn Not To Burn®--Preschool Program." The program
consists of eight key fire safety behaviors that 3 to 5 year olds are capable
of learning. The lessons are interactive and reinforced with original fire
safety songs by folksinger and songwriter Jim Post. Each song covers one
main behavior, simply and with repetition. A major emphasis is placed on
telling parents what is being taught in the day care center or preschool
classroom. Parents are also involved in reinforcing fire safety concepts at
home and reminded of their responsibilities as applied to fire safety.
In their effort to provide additional materials directed at the very young
child and his or her family, the NFPA--Center For High Risk Outreach
developed and produced an 8-minute videotape, and presentation guide for
parents and caregivers entitled "A Lighter Is Not A Toy." This tape
emphasizes their responsibilities to place lighters and matches in out of
reach, secure areas, to supervise young children at all times, and to have
and practice a home escape plan.
During the development phase of a public service announcement (PSA)
directed at 3, 4, 5, and 6 year olds, the NFPA Center For High Risk
Outreach conducted some preliminary one-to-one surveys with the
children. Messages in the PSA would be limited to: "If you find matches
or lighters, don't touch! Tell an adult to put it up high, out of reach."
Results indicated that the 5- and 6-year-old children had little difficulty in
recognizing the messages as they were designed and depicted. The 3 and
4 year olds, however, had difficulty recognizing the lighter, as well as
repeating the messages as delivered. Three- and four-year-old children
also had difficulty with the word "adult." "Grownup" was more familiar
to them and better understood. As a result of this preliminary testing, the
decision was made not to complete the production of the PSA, and to
emphasize that using mass media to reach very young children may not be
the preferred method of delivery.
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STRATEGIES TO ADDRESS FIRE RISK EFFECTIVELY AMONG VERY
YOUNG CHILDREN
Successful programs and program materials exist to address various
fire and nonfire issues with the high-risk population of very young
children.
The most successful programs use age-appropriate strategies and
instructional methods that appeal to the learning capabilities of very
young children.
Fire safety programs need to include take-home information so
parents and caregivers are aware of the information presented to
students. Extension activities should be designed so parents and
caregivers can reinforce the lessons learned by children.
Before using any prepackaged fire and life safety program, or in designing
your own, ask yourself:
•

Does this program reflect the learning capabilities of very young
children?

•

What methods are used that make components of the program ageappropriate?

•

Are materials broad based and sensitive to avoid biases and
stereotyping?

•

Are the materials and concepts representative of your community
and its children?

•

Are there activities so parents and caregivers can extend the
lessons within the home environment?

•

Would you use these materials for your fire safety programs with
an audience of very young children (or base the design of your
program on the package you are reviewing if it addresses a nonfire issue)?
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Activity 1.4
Addressing High Fire Risk
Among Very Young Children
Purpose
To identify strategies with a proven history of reducing fire risk effectively among very
young children.

Directions
Step 1
1.

Please work individually and identify strategies with a proven history of reducing
fire risk effectively among very young children. You are allotted 5 minutes for
this task.

2.

Include strategies from all three areas of prevention interventions (education,
engineering, and enforcement).

Step 2
1.

Each table group should create an easel pad sheet for each of the three levels of
interventions (education, engineering, and enforcement).

2.

Using a "pass the pencil" format, list your responses under the respective
intervention title. You have 15 minutes for this task.

3.

A "pass the pencil" activity allows table group members to take turns listing their
responses on the easel pad. Rotation takes place among table group members
until all responses have been listed.

Step 3
Each student group will provide a 2-minute overview of its responses in each
intervention category. Copy the class list under the "Notes" section of your SM.
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SEEKING SUPPORT FOR LOCAL EFFORTS TO ADDRESS FIRE RISK
AMONG VERY YOUNG CHILDREN

Effective risk-reduction efforts require supporting resources.
Resources may include direct funding, in-kind, and people-related
services. Prior to designing a risk-reduction effort, consider agencies and
organizations that may be able to provide support services.
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Activity 1.5
Seeking Support for Local Efforts to Address
Fire Risk Among Very Young Children
Purpose
To identify agencies and organizations that could assist with fire risk-reduction efforts
among very young children.

Directions
1.

Your group has 5 minutes to brainstorm a list of agencies and organizations that
have been, or may be, interested in providing support (funding, in-kind, people,
etc.) and/or partnerships to local and State efforts to address fire risk among very
young children.

2.

Perform a "pass the pencil" activity with a representative from each table group
taking turns submitting the group's responses to a master list on an easel pad.
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Activity 1.6
Developing Strategies to Address Fire Risk
Among Specific Populations
Purpose
To design a strategy that addresses a specific fire risk affecting a simulated community.

Directions
1.

You will work in your table groups.

2.

Read the scenario on the following page.

3.

The following format should be used in preparing your plan:
a.

Identify and prioritize the problem(s) to be addressed.

b.

Identify the root causes that contribute to the occurrence of leading fire
risk.

c.

Outline the typical sequence of events that led to the occurrence of the
problem.

d.

Identify the primary and secondary target audiences to be included in an
intervention strategy.

e.

Create an intervention strategy that includes the following:
•

Explanation of how combined prevention interventions could be
used to address the fire risk.

•

Identification of resources needed to facilitate the risk-reduction
process.

•

Potential partners needed for the prevention process to be effective.

4.

You also are encouraged to draw from personal knowledge and experience as you
contribute to this activity.

5.

You will have 60 minutes to prepare your plan. The final 30 minutes of this
activity will be the feedback session from each group and general class
discussion.

6.

Use the Worksheet that follows the Scenario to record your plan.
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Scenario
This is a town of 5,000 citizens located in a rural portion of the southeastern United
States. The community is very family-oriented, as several generations have been raised
in and around the town. Many families with numerous children reside in modest singlefamily structures.
The majority of the working population is employed at a raw-materials mine that is
located in the town. The company is a family-owned business, providing many services
to its employees. Services include a quality health care plan, a monthly newsletter, and
quarterly social events. The company also sponsors a child-care center that is used by
many families who work at the mine.
The local fire department responds on approximately 250 annual calls for service. The
department recently conducted an outcome evaluation that identified smoking-related
incidents as the leading cause of structure fires in the community. Fire loss has been
substantial, and in several cases deadly. During the past 5 years, seven young children
(ages 3 to 5) have perished in four separate smoking-related fires.
Close examination of the fires reveal that 80 percent have involved citizens (ages 25 to
40) who emptied the smoldering remains from ashtrays into trash containers. Once
ablaze, the trash containers ignited nearby combustible materials. All fires have occurred
between 0400 and 0700 hours. Smoke alarm protection was either absent or disabled in
all fatal fire incidents.
Study of the fatal fires reveal that in each case it appeared the children were moving
about the burning home but failed to escape through available means of egress. All
families who lost a child had at least one family member employed at the local mine.
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Worksheet
1.

Identify and prioritize the problem(s) to be addressed.

2.

Identify the root causes that contribute to the occurrence of the leading fire risk.

3.

Outline the typical sequence of events that led to the occurrence of the problem.

4.

Identify the primary and secondary audiences to be included in an intervention
strategy.
Primary Audience
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Secondary Audience

5.

Create an intervention strategy that includes the following:
a.

Explanation of how combined prevention interventions could be used to
address the fire risk.

b.

Identify resources needed to facilitate the risk reduction process.

c.

Potential partners needed for the prevention process to be effective.
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SUMMARY
The frequency and numbers of very young children who lose their lives, or
are injured by fire annually is staggering! Becoming aware of and
understanding the growth and development characteristics of very young
children will assist in planning and delivering effective fire and life safety
programs.
Identifying what contributes to the very young child's vulnerability and
high-risk position for fire death and injury, will provide direction to those
planning intervention strategies.
Natural curiosity about fire, access to fire tools, lack of supervision,
inability to escape dangerous fire situations due to fear, no fire safety
information, and poor physical ability to withstand serious burn injury are
some of the contributing factors leading to their high-risk status.
Focusing on both the high risk for fire factors, and connecting with "what's
possible" for children ages 3 to 5, will assist in building a sensitivity to
very young children and their living situations, allowing you to tailor fire
safety program efforts and achieve success.
Many organizations and individuals are involved in issues relating to the
welfare, education, and safety of very young children. Developing
partnerships will support your program goals.
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APPENDIX A
SAMPLE COMPLETED RISKREDUCTION PROCESS
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Appendix A
Sample Completed Risk-Reduction Process
Scenario
This is a town of 10,000 citizens located in the eastern United States. The community is
home to a substantial number of older adults. Many of these older adults have some form
of disability. Most of this population resides in city-owned housing complexes.
Residents of the complexes receive many visits from family members, and the units boast
strong tenant associations.
The city's fire department responds annually to approximately 950 calls for service.
Examination of fire-response data has identified unattended cooking as the leading cause
of fire and fire-related injury in the community. Forty percent of fires and 38 percent of
fire injuries result from this problem.
Investigation of the cooking fire problem reveals that it occurs most often in the cityowned housing complexes. The majority of fires occur between 1500 and 2200 hours.
Ninety percent of these fires have involved grease left unattended by an adult who has
left the kitchen to watch television and forgot about the cooking process. Since the
complexes are fully sprinkled, property damage has been moderate and no deaths have
occurred.
Closer examination of the problem identifies that 80 percent of the city's fire-related
injuries occur at the housing complexes. Most injuries involve adults who have been
burned while making various incorrect attempts to extinguish stovetop fires. Nearly all
of the injured adults have suffered from either visual or mobility impairment, sometimes
both.
Determined to address the problem effectively, fire officials interviewed many of the
citizens who had been injured by a stovetop fire at the housing complexes. In nearly all
cases, the resident was alerted to the fire by a smoke alarm. Many reported a delay
getting to the stove due to their mobility problem. Several also reported they had trouble
seeing their stove's controls. They noted that perhaps they had inadvertently placed the
stove on a high heat setting prior to their fire.
All of the interviewees were embarrassed about having a fire and getting hurt. Many said
they fought the fire after they became frustrated at not being able to turn off the stove. It
was interesting to note that two tenants, both hearing impaired, indicated they were
confused by the bright flashing lights (strobe lights from the fire alarm system) that were
blinking in their apartment during the fire. None of the citizens who were interviewed
knew that unattended cooking was the leading cause of fire and fire-related injury in the
city.
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1.

Identify and prioritize the community problem to be addressed.
Cooking Fires.

2.

3.

4.

Identify the root causes that contribute to the occurrence of leading fire risk.
•

Heat possibly turned to high setting.

•

Person leaves the kitchen.

•

Person inappropriately and incorrectly fights fire.

Outline the typical sequence of events that led to the occurrence of the
problem.
•

Person places oil in pan and turns on heat (perhaps on high setting).

•

Person leaves kitchen to watch television.

•

Hot oil ignites in pan.

•

Smoke alarm alerts person to fire.

•

Person is delayed returning to kitchen.

•

Person inappropriately and incorrectly fights fire.

•

Aggressive spread of fire and consequential actions.

Identify the primary and secondary audiences to be included in an
intervention strategy.
Primary audience
Adult population residing at the city-owned housing complexes. A special focus
also may be placed on those who suffer from a disability.
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Secondary audience

5.

•

Families, extended families, and friends of the population residing at the
city-owned housing complexes.

•

The tenant associations at the housing complexes.

•

City housing authority that owns the structures and has daily interaction
with their tenants.

•

Community service providers who provide home visitation and interact
with tenants on a daily basis. Special consideration may be given to
groups that provide service to those with disabilities.

•

Insurance companies interested in loss-prevention opportunities.

•

Political audiences who could provide support for engineering and
enforcement initiatives.

Create an intervention strategy that includes the following:
•

Explanation of how combined prevention interventions could be used to
address the fire risk.

•

Identification of resources needed to facilitate the risk-reduction process.

•

Potential partners needed for the prevention process to be effective.

Intervention strategy: (Example)
•

Education.
- An aggressive campaign to educate target populations about the local
problem, who is responsible, and what solutions exist to solve the
problem. A smart strategy would be to involve the housing authority and
tenant association in the early stages of the planning process.
- The educational campaign must address the primary risk behaviors that
contribute to the incident.
- The campaign would encourage behavioral/environmental changes
within the adult population who reside at the housing complexes.
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- The primary behavioral change sought would be for the tenant
population to remain in the kitchen during the cooking process.
Alternative cooking methods like baking or microwaving could be
suggested. Dining out or food delivery also are options.
- An environmental modification could be to place a portable television set
in the kitchen. Stoves could be replaced or supplemented by microwave
ovens.
- The issue of injuries to the population occurring from fighting fires also
must be addressed. The tenants must understand how the fire detection
and suppression system operates. They also must know the appropriate
actions to take during a fire. Most importantly--they should be instructed
not to fight fires in progress.
•

Engineering.
- Assure the presence and operability of the automatic fire detection and
suppression system.
- The higher order issues such as a rapid extinguishing system above the
stove, operation alarms, smart stoves, and nonflammable cooking liquid
should be considered and pursued.

•

Enforcement.
- Support and enhance local life safety codes that require automatic fire
detection and rapid suppression systems.
- Support legislation for enhanced cooking systems and products.
- Consider penalties for unsafe cooking practices.

Potential resources that may be needed to facilitate the risk-reduction
process.
•

Community support: people, money, in-kind services (materials and
products), assistance from the media and the housing authority.

•

Political support for engineering and enforcement initiatives. The most
effective place to begin is at the local level. Consider extending to the
State and national level.
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Potential partners for the prevention process.
•

Fire department and extended network to include USFA, NFPA, etc.

•

Adult population residing at the housing complexes.

•

Family and friends of those who reside at the complexes.

•

City housing authority that owns the buildings.

•

Tenant association at the housing complexes.

•

Local community-service providers.

•

Local business and industry.

•

Local political leaders.

•

Local media.

•

Local medical community.

•

Insurance industry.

•

American Home Appliance Manufacturers (AHAM).
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APPENDIX B
STAGES OF HUMAN GROWTH
AND DEVELOPMENT
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Appendix B
Stages of Human Growth and Development
Stages of Development: Steps in the growth of children which are qualitatively distinct
from previous functioning and which occur in a fixed order.
Simply stated, a person grows and develops in stages that build upon the previous ones.

Stages of Intellectual Development
Sensorimotor Stage--First stage of intellectual development. Birth to age 2. Infants
construct an understanding of the world by coordinating sensory experiences
(seeing/hearing) with motor actions (doing).
Example: An infant perceives a ball as a round object that can be held, thrown, or
bounced.
Pre-operational Stage--Second stage of intellectual development. Ages 2 to 7. Children
begin to represent the world with words, images, and drawings. They acquire ability to
think about objects that are not present in the immediate environment. Children can
represent the objects in mental pictures, sound, images, and words. Children can imitate
behavior. They often violate rules to test the response of providers.
Examples: A young child knows a smoke alarm makes a beeping sound. A young child
can ignite a cigarette lighter after observing an adult perform the behavior.
Concrete Operational Stage--Third stage of intellectual development. Ages 7 to 11
years. Children can perform "operations." Operation is a basic cognitive structure that is
used to transform information or "operate" on it.
Simply stated--the person can do something with the information he/she has received.
Logical reasoning replaces intuitive thought as long as it can be applied to specific or
concrete examples. The child (or adult) can reason well about things physically present
but has difficulties with abstractions or complex hypothetical propositions.
Positive example--Children can understand the relationship between the presence of
smoke, the sound of a smoke alarm, and the need to escape a burning building rapidly.
Negative example--Children in the early concrete operations stage often respond that the
safest and fastest way to escape the upper stories of a burning building is to jump out the
window.
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Formal Operational Stage--Fourth stage of intellectual development. Appears between
the ages of 11 and 15. Individuals move beyond the world of actual, concrete experiences
and think in abstract and more logical terms. Individuals can develop images of ideal
circumstances. They can think systematically to develop hypotheses about why
something is happening the way it is. They then can test the hypotheses in deductive
fashion.
Example: A teenage parent decides not to leave her son unsupervised for fear that he
might endanger himself.
It should be noted that portions of the population at large may not function in the formal
operational stage of intellectual development to their fullest potential. Genetics, as well
as environmental and social experiences, can influence development.
What in the world does this have to do with life safety? Everything! Understanding how
and at what level to present material helps to ensure learning will take place. The
community educator must understand the stages of human development so effective
learning experiences can be designed for all populations.

Designing Structured Learning Opportunities
Strategies exist to create a positive learning environment.
Active Learning--Involving students in the learning process. Learning by writing and
speaking, discovery, critical thinking, problem-solving, and developing products.
There is a strong relationship between the amount of time students are engaged actively
in instruction (as opposed to passive engagement, such as listening to a lecture) and high
mastery levels.
There is no correlation between additional work time and students' drop in attention, so
long as students remain motivated by the task at hand.
Language Use--the presenter must use language the student can understand. If the
presenter's rate of speech is too fast, if vocabulary is beyond the student's comprehension,
or if the syntax (language use) is too complex, students will not gain meaning from the
educational experience. This concept is true for all audiences!
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Critical Teaching Skills for Special Needs Audiences
1.

Make a personal commitment to take the time required to reach the goal of
successfully exchanging information with the intended target population. Be
patient!

2.

Organize an effective information sharing environment.

3.

Minimize potential distractions prior to interaction.

4.

Gain the attention of the target audience.

5.

Review the information/knowledge/skills possessed by the target audience as they
relate to the issue at hand.

6.

Make the target audience aware of the objectives intended to be presented.
Provide a simple rationale for action. Ensure the "big picture" is presented.

7.

Structure the process; proceed in small steps but at a brisk pace.

8.

Provide many examples; use visuals and simple printed mediums as warranted.

9.

Encourage audience response to the material being presented. When asking for
audience response to a question, provide adequate "wait time" so participants
have sufficient time to process information.

10.

Provide regular reviews of key instructional points. Check for understanding.
Provide positive feedback.

11.

Entice the audience into caring about what it is learning.

12.

If skill training is part of the objective, provide guided practice with corrective
feedback. Follow up with independent practice with corrective feedback.

Summary Statement
A structured environment is critical to an effective learning experience. All audiences
respond well to structure. Populations with learning challenges demand it!
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Unit 2

FIRE PREVENTION FOR HIGH-RISK POPULATIONS: AGE AND DISABILITY FACTORS

UNIT 2:
FIRE RISK FOR
OLDER AND DISABLED
POPULATIONS

TERMINAL OBJECTIVE

The students will be able to develop sensitive and practical approaches for providing fire and life safety to
older and disabled populations.

ENABLING OBJECTIVES

The students will:
1.

Given current fire experience and national population trends, establish a rationale for identifying
and addressing fire-risk issues affecting older and disabled populations.

2.

Given background information, explain the process of aging and identify common characteristics
of older and disabled populations that qualify the group to be at high risk from fire.

3.

Review and discuss an example of a successful program being used to address risk among older
and disabled populations.

4.

Through scenario analysis, design a strategy to address a specific fire risk within a population of
older and disabled adults.

FIRE RISK FOR OLDER AND DISABLED POPULATIONS
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THE REALITY OF GROWING OLDER
Thinking about the reality of aging can produce feelings of both optimism
and anxiety. On one hand, older adults may look forward to retirement,
with more time for leisure and family activities. On the other hand, fear of
failing health and one's own mortality is depressing for some people.
Developing an understanding of older and disabled populations is an
important first step in the process of addressing risk among the group.
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Activity 2.1
Personal Beliefs and Observations
About the Aging Process
Purpose
To encourage you to reflect on the reality of aging.

Directions
1.

Take 5 minutes of individual reflection time to record your personal beliefs and
observations on growing older.

2.

Partner with another student and interview each other on your responses. You
will have 5 minutes to conduct the interview.

3.

You will be given 5 minutes to share your partner's response with the class.
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RATIONALE FOR IDENTIFYING AND ADDRESSING FIRE-RISK ISSUES
AFFECTING OLDER AND DISABLED POPULATIONS
National data identify that members of the older and disabled populations
can be at higher risk from fire. (Sources--National Fire Protection
Association (NFPA) and the U.S. Fire Administration (USFA).)
Examining characteristics of the rapidly growing older and disabled
populations in the United States, contrasted with the fire problems facing
this group, provides the rationale for identifying and addressing fire risk
among older adults.
This Student Manual (SM) and USFA's Fire Risks for Older Adults will be
used as text references for this unit.
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Activity 2.2
Rationale for Identifying and Addressing Fire
Risk Affecting Older and Disabled Populations
Purpose
Given current fire experience and national population trends, to establish a rationale for
identifying and addressing fire-risk issues affecting older and disabled populations.

Directions
1.

Each small group will conduct brief research on a topic identified in the Fire Risk
for Older Adults publication. Each group then will act in the capacity of a subject
matter expert to report your findings and opinions to the class. Page numbers
where answers can be found are noted.

2.

Each group will be given 20 minutes processing time. Each group will have 5
minutes of presentation time.

3.

Group 1.
a.

Provide an overview of the projected population growth of older adults in
the U.S. (Answers--pp. 3, 7, and 8)

b.

Explain what effects this population's growth may have on society at
large. (Answers--pp. 8 and 9)

c.

Explain what effects this population's growth may have on the U.S. fire
problem. (Answers--pp. 9 and 10)

d.

Offer an opinion as to how this population's growth may affect the fire
service. (Answers--subjective)
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4.

5.

Group 2.
a.

Provide a current profile of the U.S. fire problem and older adults.
(Answers--pp. 3, 9, and 12)

b.

Identify common casualty characteristics of older adults involved in fire
incidents. (Answers--pp. 9 to 12, 23)

c.

Offer an explanation as to why smoking is the leading cause of fire death
among older adults. (Answers--pp. 3, 10 to 12, 23)

d.

Offer an explanation as to why cooking is the leading cause of fire related
injuries among older adults. (Answers--pp. 3, 10 to 12, 23)

Group 3.
Overview and provide examples of how each of the following may place the older
adult at higher risk:
a.

Physical changes and disabilities. (Answers--pp. 3, 13 to 15, 23)

b.

Cognitive and behavioral changes. (Answers--pp. 3, 13, and 23)

c.

Social and economic conditions. (Answers--pp. 3 and 4, 15 and 16, and
23)

d.

Living arrangements. (Answers--pp. 3 and 4, 17, 23)
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6.

Group 4.
a.

Your group represents the Acme Fire Department. You have been invited
into the home of an older adult whose mobility is very limited and asked
to provide advice on fire safety.

b.

Using the information from Fire Risks for Older Adults as a guide, provide
an overview of actions that your organization may take in response to this
request. (Answers--pp. 19 and 20, 23)
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THE PROCESS OF GROWING OLD AND ITS ASSOCIATED PHYSICAL AND
COGNITIVE CHANGES
The number of older and disabled adults living in the United States will
increase significantly during the next two decades. As this population
expands, the risks from fire will increase. To prepare for these challenges,
the emergency services must have a factual understanding of the
population.
There are many realities about aging. Unfortunately, there are also
stereotypes about the older and disabled populations.
As community educators, it is important to be aware of the demographics
of aging. Age alone is not the best criteria for determining the needs of
older adults. There is enormous variation in how adults respond to the
aging process.
In general, there are significant differences between the "young old" (ages
65 to 74) and the "old old" (ages 85+). (Source--Ohio Aging Network
Project.)

"Young Old"
•

Tend to be relatively healthy and active.

•

May or may not be retired.

•

Are interested in meaningful ways to spend their time--in selffulfillment and/or participation in community activities.

"Old Old"
•

Declining health is common. Although some are healthy and
active, the likelihood of chronic illness and disabilities increases.

•

Most require supportive health and social services, making
dependency on others more likely.

•

This population also is more likely to be economically
disadvantaged. Health bills and inflation often have drained
savings and income.
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•

Older adults may experience many physical and cognitive changes
associated with the aging process.

Physical changes in the following body systems may occur during the
aging process:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

loss of homeostatic mechanisms;
vision, hearing, and speech;
taste, touch and smell;
depth perception;
decline in physical strength and flexibility;
mobility and balance;
reaction time;
loss of bone mass;
diminished sense of pain; and
decline in efficiency of body organ systems.

Additional changes may occur during the aging process:
•
•
•
•

diminished memory and thinking skills;
depression;
heightened sense of fear; and
predisposing beliefs.

Definition of Disability
Disability is a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one
or more of the major life activities. Nearly half of the population over age
65 can be classified as having a disability.
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Disability by Age
Percentage of Population
Age

With a NonSevere
Disability

With a
Severe
Disability

With any
Disability

Under 22

8

2

10

22-44

9

6

15

45-54

13

12

25

55-64

14

22

36

65-79

20

28

48

Over 80

18

54

72

Source: United States Bureau of the Census.
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Activity 2.3 (Optional)
Developing Sensitivity About Being Disabled
Purpose
To encourage you to think critically about the physical and psychological challenges that
can be associated with the process of aging.
Directions
1.

This activity is a small group effort where everyone completes the experiences
together and sequentially.

2.

Once the specific experiences have been encountered, your group will reconvene
and reflect upon the activity.

Experience # 1--Diminished Visual Acuity
Step 1--If you are nearsighted, simply remove your glasses and hold the medicine bottle
12 to 15 inches away. If you have no current visual impairments, put on the scratched
nonprescription glasses.
Step 2--Attempt to read and copy the instructions on the medicine bottle.
Experience # 2--Compromises in Mobility and Reaction Time
Step 1--Remove shoes and add several unpopped popcorn kernels to the heel of each
shoe. Replace shoes.
Step 2--Group facilitator will sound the smoke alarm and direct the group to exit the
building. Follow the facilitator's instructions and return to the classroom in a timely
manner.
Experience # 3--Challenges with Dexterity
Step 1--Write your name on a piece of paper using your dominant hand. Now do the
same with your nondominant hand. Compare the results.
Step 2--Place a dime on the table in front of you. Place your hand in ice for 2 minutes.
Attempt to pick up the dime.
Step 3--Place a dime on the table in front of you. Attempt picking up the dime without
using your thumb.

SM 2-17

FIRE RISK FOR OLDER AND DISABLED POPULATIONS

Experience # 4--Challenges with Hearing
Step 1--Partner with a group member.
Step 2--One person fills his or her ears with cotton. The partner reads a brief summary
of a portion of this course to the person whose ears are filled with cotton.
Step 3--The person with cotton in his or her ears summarizes what the partner has
reported.
Step 4--Reverse your roles.

Experience # 5--Challenges with Memory
Step 1--Partner with a different group member.
Step 2--Read your partner an excerpt (to be identified) from a complex set of
instructions.
Step 3--The partner repeats back the instructions.
Step 4--Reverse your roles.

Experience # 6--Challenges with Depression
Step 1--This is a combination of reflection/recording time and a three-step interview.
Step 2--Individually reflect and record a paragraph response to each of the following
questions:

3.

a.

What may your quality of life be like if faced with one or more of the
previously experienced challenges?

b.

How might you feel emotionally if you are faced with the situation of
living without any family or community support system?

Table groups have 10 minutes to discuss how this activity is relevant to risk
reduction. Groups will answer the following questions:
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Questions
1.

Why it is important to have an understanding of the aging process?

2.

What impact will an older population have on the future of community risk
reduction?

3.

Each group's spokesperson will give a brief overview of his or her group's
responses.
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ADDRESSING RISK AMONG OLDER AND DISABLED POPULATIONS
In addition to physical, cognitive, and social issues, other factors can
contribute to the older and disabled population being considered a "high
risk" target audience. If a person has predisposing beliefs about fire, these
beliefs may contribute to various risky behaviors.
Building an effective working relationship with older adults requires an
understanding of their population at large. Spending time with older
adults to learn more about the population is a smart strategy.
Interacting with older and/or disabled populations can provide valuable
insight into how educators should design efforts to address risk among the
group. Addressing community risk among these populations can produce
success and be a very enjoyable and rewarding process. It also can be
challenging!
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Activity 2.4
Identifying Additional High Fire-Risk Factors
Purpose
1.

To encourage critical thinking about additional factors and challenges that may
contribute to placing older adults at high risk from fire, most specifically,
predisposing beliefs about fire and risk behaviors that may be exhibited.

2.

To identify potential benefits and challenges associated with risk reduction among
older and disabled populations.

3.

To identify opportunities where interaction with members of older and disabled
populations may occur.

Directions
1.

Working in your table groups, each person has 2 minutes to record individually
as many ideas as possible about his/her group's assigned topic. Record this
individual "brainstorming" time on a sheet of paper.

2.

The small group then is given 5 minutes for each person to take a response from
his or her list and post it on an easel pad. Each person uses a different color
marker. Several rotations take place, so a comprehensive list can be generated.

3.

The group assignments follow:
a.

Group 1.
•

Identify predisposing beliefs older adults may have about fire that
could place them at higher risk.
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•

b.
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As a summary to the list created, explain why predisposing beliefs
should be identified and addressed.

Group 2.
•

Identify risk behaviors that older and disabled populations may
exhibit that qualify them as groups at high risk from fire.

•

As a summary to the list created, explain why these potential risk
behaviors should be identified and addressed.
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c.

d.

Group 3.
•

Identify potential benefits associated with addressing risk among
older and disabled populations.

•

As a summary to the list created, explain why these potential
benefits should be identified.

Group 4.
•

Identify potential challenges associated with addressing risk
among older and disabled populations.
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•

As a summary to the list created, explain why these potential
challenges should be identified and addressed.

4.

All groups identify possible locations for interaction with older and disabled
populations. (A second round of "pass the pencil" works well here.)

5.

You will have 2 minutes of individual "brainstorming" time, and 5 minutes to post
ideas.

6.

A spokesperson from each group will present a 2-minute overview of group work
to the class.
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COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT--AN ESSENTIAL COMPONENT OF RISK
REDUCTION
Effective risk reduction requires research, planning, resources, and
commitment from your organization and the community. Reducing
community risk can be a very challenging process--especially among
established high-risk groups such as older and disabled adults.
Most effective community risk-reduction efforts share a common root
factor--they involve the community in problem-solving and solutions.
Several core factors may help facilitate successful community
involvement and behavioral change:
•

While people generally resist being controlled, a majority of the
population wants to learn, work, socialize, and be proud of
personal/group accomplishments.

•

It is important to meet the community at its level, learn what is
important to it, and develop community-based strategies.

•

The most effective community leaders quite often come from the
proposed target population. It is essential to encourage leadership
from within the community.

•

Most importantly--people must know about, understand, and
believe they can do something about the risk issue.

Each of these factors can be applied easily to community risk reduction.

Critical Thinking Questions
When preparing to address risk, why is it important to know the
community, its people, and the associated risk issues?
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When preparing to address risk, why is it important to analyze how
well a proposed target population's basic human needs (food, water,
sanitation, shelter, security, etc.) are being met?

When preparing to address risk, why is it important to involve the
community in the process?

When preparing to address risk, why is it important to consider
seeking partnerships with other community organizations?

SEEKING SUPPORT FOR LOCAL EFFORTS TO ADDRESS FIRE RISK
AMONG OLDER AND DISABLED POPULATIONS
Effective risk-reduction efforts require supporting resources. Resources
may include direct funding, in-kind, and people-related services. Prior to
designing a risk-reduction effort, it is important to consider agencies and
organizations that may be able to provide support services.
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Activity 2.5
Seeking Support for Local Efforts to Address
Fire Risk Among Older and Disabled Populations
Purpose
To identify groups, agencies, and organizations that could assist with risk-reduction
efforts among older and disabled populations.

Directions
1.

Your group will be given 5 minutes to brainstorm a list of agencies and
organizations that have been, or may be, interested in providing support (funding,
in-kind, people, etc.) and/or partnerships to local and State efforts to address fire
risk among older adults (ages 65 and older).

2.

Perform a "pass the pencil" activity with a representative from each table group
taking turns submitting the group's responses to a master list on an easel pad.
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PROVEN INTERVENTION STRATEGIES TO ADDRESS FIRE RISK AMONG
OLDER AND DISABLED POPULATIONS
As mentioned repeatedly, it is essential to seek community support for
risk reduction. For efforts to be successful, support must come from
proposed target populations and the community at large.
It also is critical to identify who will be the recipient of prevention
interventions, what interventions will be used, and how interventions will
be accomplished.
Addressing community risk can be a complex process that sometimes
includes multiple target populations.
Arguably, education is the root of integrated prevention interventions. To
respond to prevention initiatives, people must be aware of risk, understand
its cause, and realize solutions exist. This concept applies to target
populations and those who make public policy decisions.
It is a smart strategy to conduct the local research required to be
reasonably sure the intended target audience will receive and process the
educational messages being presented.

Suggestions
•

Consider the use of a professional marketing specialist who can
direct local market research and suggest message delivery
strategies.

•

Consider the use of focus groups.

•

Direct citizen contacts--conduct interviews with the older adult
population to seek input on appropriate message delivery
strategies.

People, including older and disabled adults, are diverse. Spend time with
the populations and learn the demographics of the groups through direct
contact and interviews. Remember that various message media and
intervention strategies may be required. Be flexible. Adapt efforts based
on evaluation results.
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REMEMBERING WHEN PROGRAM
Remembering When is a fire and fall prevention program developed by the
NFPA. NFPA used focus groups comprised of older adults and marketing
specialists to help design the product.
The program is an excellent example of the caliber of product that can be
developed when members of a high-risk population are involved in the
planning process.
The NFPA Remembering When program is a model example of a riskreduction program that is educationally, behaviorally, and technically
sound.
The report of the focus group considering program design for the
Remembering When program provides an excellent review of why and
how the NFPA program was developed. Their recommendations include
the following suggestions:
•

Collaborate with local subject matter experts who have
experienced success with various efforts affecting the older adult
population.

•

Locate and review successful efforts that have occurred in other
communities.

•

Determine the most promising delivery systems based upon facts.

DESIGNING A QUALITY MESSAGE DELIVERY SYSTEM
It's always best to use as many message mediums as possible. Strive for
"market saturation." Use newspaper, television, and radio; community
signage (billboards, posters, handouts, etc.); supplements to utility bills;
messages on grocery bags; or Internet services and Web sites.
The "message" itself should be positive--tell people what to do, not what
not to do (e.g., when using the stove, stay in the kitchen).
Create a simple and consistent message. Remember that generic safety
messages still apply.
Ensure that the message is educationally sound, i.e., at the appropriate
reading level. Avoid stereotyping the target audience. (See Fire Risks for
Older Adults and Solutions 2000 publications for references.)
Consider and act on bilingual issues.
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Print Media
•

Use appropriate font size and spacing--size 12 font (at least), sans
serif type.

•

Select appropriate colors--black type on light paper; red is the first
color to be obscured as vision deteriorates.

•

Choose uncoated paper with matte finish (buff color instead of
white) to cut down on glare.

•

Portray older adults in positive, active roles in all artwork.

The supplementary and handout materials for the Remembering When
program provide excellent examples of appropriately designed printed
materials. They can be found in the plastic holders that accompany the
Remembering When guide.
Broadcast Media
If using broadcast media, the narrator must speak clearly. Evaluate both
male and female choices. Ask the opinion of a focus group.
Limit background noise and music, and avoid "overstimulating" visuals-those that have too much action.
The spokesperson, whether a narrator in a video program or a stand-up
presenter, should be credible to the target audience.
There are many factors to consider in a spokesperson's credibility,
including age. A focus group comprised of members of the target
audience may be helpful in selecting a credible and effective
spokesperson.
Be sure to pilot and evaluate all efforts. The first formative evaluation of
the Remembering When program provides an excellent overview of a
professional evaluation.
Remember--Effective community risk reduction requires use of a wellplanned process.
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COMPONENTS OF THE RISK-REDUCTION PROCESS
Prior to the culminating activity for this unit, it is important to pause and
review the overall process that is required to mitigate risk effectively
among the older adult population.
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1.

Identify and prioritize the community problem to be
addressed. The collection, processing, and objective evaluation
of community-based data is an essential component of the riskreduction process.

2.

Identify the root causes that contribute to the occurrence of
leading fire risks.
Fires and injuries are understandable,
predictable, and most often preventable. It is important to examine
the factors and human behaviors that cause the fire to occur.

3.

Identify the primary and secondary audiences to be included in
an intervention strategy. When addressing community risk, it is
critical to identify the target population responsible for creating the
incident.

4.

Determine an intervention strategy. While a challenging
process, the combined use of education, engineering, and
enforcement initiatives is the most effective way to mitigate
community risk. The intervention strategy must include the
acquisition and careful use of community resources.

FIRE RISK FOR OLDER AND DISABLED POPULATIONS

Activity 2.6
Developing Strategies
Purpose
To design a strategy to address a specific fire risk affecting a population of older and
disabled adults.

Directions
1.

You will work in table groups.

2.

Read the scenario on the following page.

3.

The following format should be used in preparing your plan:

4.

a.

Identify and prioritize the problem(s) to be addressed.

b.

Identify the root causes that contribute to the occurrence of leading fire
risk.

c.

Outline the typical sequence of events that led to the occurrence of the
problem.

d.

Identify the primary and secondary audiences to be included in an
intervention strategy.

e.

Create an intervention strategy that includes the following:
•

Explanation of how combined prevention interventions could be
used to address the fire risk.

•

Identification of resources needed to facilitate the risk-reduction
process.

•

Potential partners needed for the prevention process to be
effective.

Use the Worksheet that follows the Scenario to record your plan.

SM 2-35

FIRE RISK FOR OLDER AND DISABLED POPULATIONS

Scenario
This community is a densely populated county of 150,000 located in a major
metropolitan corridor of the northeastern United States. The county is a bustling
bedroom community to a nearby large city. The community experiences harsh winters
and includes a significant older adult population residing in aging single-family
structures.
The county fire/rescue system responds annually to approximately 18,000 calls for
service. Outcome evaluation has identified fires involving overheated wood-burning
stoves as a leading cause of structure fire in the community.
Close examination of the fires reveal that 65 percent occur in the private homes of
consumers over 60 years of age. Ninety percent of the fires have been related to
overheated flue pipes caused by a lack of appliance maintenance and overstocking the
stove with wood. Most stoves have been in place over 15 years and are the primary
heat source for the home. The fires are occurring mostly between the hours of 1800 and
0300 hours.
Postfire interviews with victims identify the reasons for poor maintenance to be a lack
of education about required maintenance and lack of financial resources to pay for it.
Annual property loss from this problem is currently $1.2 million. Three deaths have
occurred in the past 2 years. Smoke alarm protection was either absent, disabled, or
inoperable in all fatal fire incidents.
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Worksheet
1.

Identify and prioritize the problem(s) to be addressed.

2.

Identify the root causes that contribute to the occurrence of leading fire risk.

3.

Outline the typical sequence of events that led to the occurrence of the problem.

4.

Identify the primary and secondary audiences to be included in an intervention
strategy.
Primary Audience
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Secondary Audience

5.

Create an intervention strategy that includes the following:
a.

Explanation of how combined prevention interventions could be used to
address the fire risk.

b.

Identify resources needed to facilitate the risk-reduction process.

c.

Potential partners needed for the prevention process to be effective.
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SUMMARY
Older and disabled adults make up a significant portion of the U.S.
population.
Common characteristics exhibited by the older and disabled adult
populations may place them at risk from fire and make reaching them with
safety messages challenging.
Message delivery systems may require adaptation to reach the older adult
population successfully.
Community partnerships are an essential component of the risk-reduction
process.
Selection and prioritization of the appropriate target audience(s) is critical.
The use of combined prevention interventions (the Three E's) is the most
effective strategy for reducing fire risk among older and disabled
populations.
The emergency services are primary stakeholders in the effort to reduce
fire risk among older and disabled populations.
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CHILDREN AND FIRE IN THE UNITED STATES: 1994-1997

Federal Emergency Management Agency
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