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Ramp Up- Gradual Alarm Notifications   
Improve the safety and effectiveness of station alarm 
notification systems.  
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Background  
Alarm systems in fire halls alert firefighters that they must respond to an incident. Alarms can be 

a combination of audible tones and visual signals.  

Concerns/hazards 



 

 

Studies evaluating firefighter heart rates date back to the mid-1970s. These studies show that 

firefighters have an elevated heart rate when they are alerted to an emergency.1 

Even before a firefighter begins to move, the sound of the alarm causes the “fight or flight”, or 

sympathetic system, response. Hormones are released in the body that cause a number of 

changes including; increased blood flow to the muscles, increased blood pressure, heart rate, 

and blood sugar, and inhibition of digestion. This reaction can be beneficial when responding to 

danger, but when the body remains in this state of alertness for extended periods of time the 

response begins to fatigue and deteriorate the body.  

Loud tones can contribute to noise induced hearing loss over the course of a firefighter’s career.  

Actions for employers 
Employers should:  

• consider ways to reduce the alarm stress on firefighters 

• consult with their joint health and safety committee or health and safety representative 

when considering modifications to alarm systems 

• encourage good cardiovascular fitness in firefighters 

Recommendations for alarms 
Consider the following alarm modifications, to reduce alarm stress: 

• Tones that ‘Ramp up’ or gradually increase in volume 

• Use of changes in lighting, such as the use of red lights 

• Use of natural sounds vs horns 

• Use of station specific tones 

Applicable regulations, acts and standards  

                                            

1 Barnard, R.J., and H.W. Duncan: Heart rate and ECG responses of fire fighters. J. Occup. Med. 17:247–50 (1975).  
 



 

 

Read: Occupational Health and Safety Act 

o clause 25(2)(d) for making workers aware of hazards 

o clause 25(2)(h) for taking every precaution reasonable to protect workers 

 

Related 
Read all firefighters guidance notes <link to landing page> 

Effect of station-specific alerting and ramp-up tones on firefighters' alarm time heart rates 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15459624.2016.1183018 

 

This resource does not replace the Occupational Health and Safety Act (OHSA) and its 

regulations, and should not be used as or considered legal advice. Health and safety 

inspectors apply the law based on the facts in the workplace. 

 

https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/90o01
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15459624.2016.1183018

