Protecting the people
who protect our
communities

ASU conference examines the health and well-being of Arizona's
public safety workers
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Long hours, shift work, overtime and difficult interactions are unavoidable realities for public safety
workers, including law enforcement officers, corrections personnel, firefighters and other first
responders.

The demands take a toll. Conversations with these professionals reveal that physical and mental
health are major concerns, said Beth Huebner, director of the School of Criminology and Criminal
Justice.

In Arizona, extreme heat and dehydration create additional risks. Those concerns will be at the
center of an upcoming ASU conference focused on how to better protect the health and well-being
of the people who protect our communities.

On Sept. 18, criminology and health researchers will join with public safety leaders for the ASU
Future of Health and Wellness in Criminal Justice Conference. The inaugural event will highlight
emerging ideas that advance a more health-centered approach to criminal justice and public safety
and address the realities of working in hot desert climates.

“When a public safety professional is well rested, well hydrated and feels like their physical and
mental health is supported by leaders, then they will interact with citizens or incarcerated
individuals in a more understanding way,” said Huebner, who organized the conference. “If we
address the health and safety of the people who work in the system, it will make the community
safer overall.”
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One ASU solution that will be discussed during a breakout session is how monitoring first
responders can protect them during extreme heat events. Fota Sall, doctoral student in the College
of Health Solutions, will present HeatMind, a project focused on developing a wearable sensor
system for firefighters that uses biometric data and Al to identify signs of distress and alert
commanders so they can intervene. The research is led by Hassan Ghasemzadeh, professor in
the College of Health Solutions.

Sall knows firsthand how demanding life as a first responder can be. She served as a volunteer
EMT in Virginia and hopes that experience will help her connect with first responders who are
physically and mentally exhausted and may not always feel understood in academic settings.

The HeatMind project focuses on firefighters, but Sall hopes other first responders can be helped
by the technology in the future.

“At the conference, | hope to showcase not only firefighters, but all first responders, and how they
can contribute to research, share their experiences and improve the field for all. Research allows
us to move the world forward, and first responders are often forgotten in this regard,” she said.

The overarching goal of the conference is to put research and solutions into the hands of leaders
who can implement them. It is critical to demonstrate to public safety personnel and potential
recruits that their well-being matters, Huebner said.

“Right now we're facing an employment crisis in public safety. We have fewer individuals who want
to go into these jobs, and we have a lot of people leaving them,” she said. “Public safety affects
everyone — from firefighters responding to a call to police helping with a parade or responding to a
crash. These are the helpers. We want to help the helpers.”

The School of Criminology and Criminal Justice is part of the Watts College of Public Service and
Community Solutions.

This story originally appeared on ASU News.
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