
12	 NSCA TSAC Report | Issue 79
Copyright National Strength and Conditioning Association 2025

LEE BROWN, PHD, CSCS, CSPS, TSAC-F, RSCC, SCOTT CAULFIELD, CSCS,*D, TSAC-F,*D, 
RSCC*E, JIM MCDONALD, CSCS, NSCA-CPT, TSAC-F, AND ALEXANDRA CACIOPPO, MS, 
CSCS, TSAC-F, USAW-2

COACHING PHILOSOPHY TO ENHANCE 
COMMUNICATION STRATEGIES BETWEEN 
STRENGTH AND CONDITIONING PROFESSIONALS 
AND FIREFIGHTERS
INTRODUCTION

In the fire service, physical preparedness can mean the 
difference between life and death. Yet the role of a strength 
and conditioning professional, such as a Certified Strength 

and Conditioning Specialist® (CSCS®) or Tactical Strength and 
Conditioning Facilitator® (TSAC-F®), goes far beyond sets 
and repetitions (8). Success depends not only on improving 
performance, but also on understanding the organizational 
culture in which firefighters live and work. This article examines 
how coaching philosophy, grounded in adult learning theory 
and cultural intelligence, can bridge the communication gap 
between strength and conditioning professionals and firefighters. 
Drawing from interdisciplinary research, this article outlines a 
framework for improving relational dynamics, fostering mutual 
respect, and designing collaborative, context-specific training 
programs that enhance performance, organizational culture, and 
individual well-being.

UNDERSTANDING FIRE SERVICE CULTURE
Effective engagement with firefighters requires an appreciation 
of the service’s entrenched values, norms, and social hierarchies. 
This culture, steeped in camaraderie, duty, and legacy, can both 
support and resist change (4). The apprenticeship model, where 
senior members or officers serve as the “more knowledgeable 
other,” further reinforces uniformity and a wariness of external 
influence. Without cultural literacy, even well-designed programs 
can be dismissed as irrelevant. With it, strength and conditioning 
professionals can build credibility, foster trust, and secure the buy-in 
to drive meaningful change (4).

Without recognizing this cultural framework, fitness initiatives can 
be misinterpreted as outside interference or even a critique of the 
profession itself. This helps explain why many well-intentioned 
fitness programs struggle to take root. Firefighters may reject them, 
not because they do not value health, but because the delivery feels 
disconnected from their identity and lived reality. Fire service culture 
prizes resilience, operational readiness, and loyalty to peers. When 
fitness is framed only through the lens of athletic performance, 
it risks clashing with the firefighter’s self-concept as a protector 
and team member. Conversely, when strength and conditioning 
professionals align fitness with operational effectiveness, injury 
reduction, and shared responsibility to the crew, it resonates more 
deeply. Bridging this cultural gap requires strength and conditioning 
professionals to become translators—adapting their language and 
methods so that fitness is not seen as an “add-on,” but rather as an 
integral part of the firefighter’s mission.

ADDRESSING THE “EMPTY CUP, FULL 
PLATE” PHENOMENON
The metaphor of the “empty cup and full plate” aptly describes 
the psychosocial burden carried by many firefighters; high external 
demands met with depleted internal resources. Data from Fahy 
and Petrillo indicate that 56% of firefighter fatalities in 2020 were 
attributed to stress and overexertion, with an additional 44% linked 
to cardiac incidents (3). Concurrently, reported injuries are on the 
rise, with most linked to preventable causes such as overexertion, 
slips, falls, and muscular strain during routine duties and training 
(2). These are not isolated incidents, they are results of cumulative 
stress (e.g., long shifts, disrupted sleep, and physically demanding 
tasks performed under pressure). For example, strains may occur 
when firefighters lift equipment without adequate recovery, or when 
fatigue from a previous night shift compromises movement quality.

These outcomes underscore the need for programming that 
not only enhances performance, but also restores physiological 
balance to reduce the risk of injury or illness. In practice, this 
means incorporating recovery strategies that account for disrupted 
circadian rhythms, fatigue management, and progressive load 
monitoring. Strength and conditioning professionals must assume 
most firefighters are never operating in a fully rested state. 
Programs should reflect that by emphasizing movement quality, 
functional strength, and injury resilience.

COMMUNICATION AS THE CORNERSTONE OF 
EFFECTIVE COACHING
At the heart of effective coaching lies communication—not just 
cues and instruction, but trust-based conversations built on 
listening, empathy, and adaptability. For strength and conditioning 
professionals working with firefighters, this means recognizing that 
fatigue, tradition, and ego all influence how messages are received. 
Firefighters, like all adult learners, vary in motivation and learning 
style. As Murrell notes, both intrinsic and extrinsic drivers influence 
leadership and behavior in the fire service (12). A firefighter 
motivated by peer respect may respond differently to coaching 
than one driven by personal health. Understanding these drivers is 
key to engagement. With this awareness, strength and conditioning 
professionals can shift communication from a top-down model 
to one of shared commitment—where training is not an outside 
mandate but a team goal. This shift builds the bridge between 
coaching strategy and cultural integration.
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COLLABORATIVE PROGRAM DESIGN AND 
FEEDBACK INTEGRATION
Codevelopment of training protocols with firefighters enhances 
relevance, autonomy, and adherence. According to the National 
Fire Protection Association (NFPA), incorporating firefighter 
feedback improves safety and effectiveness outcomes (10,13). 
Despite this, fewer than 30% of United States departments 
have formalized fitness programs, and most lack consistent 
organizational support from leadership (6). When leadership 
actively endorses and participates in strength and conditioning 
initiatives, cultural transformation becomes more feasible. 
Research confirms that leadership engagement is the most reliable 
predictor of program success and long-term sustainability (7,8).

REFRAMING EGO-DRIVEN TRAINING CULTURE
A persistent barrier in tactical populations is the normalization 
of ego-driven training, the belief that more intensity equals 
better results. This mindset, often passed down through tradition, 
contributes to chronic injury, burnout, and poor health outcomes. 
Strength and conditioning professionals must push back against 
the “go hard or go home” ideology; not by confrontation, but 
through education and leadership. For example, maxing out 
lifts after a 24-hr shift is not toughness, it is a liability. Given 
the alarming prevalence of obesity in career firefighters—43% 
according to Kaipust et al.—there is a need to challenge these 

performance myths and prioritize training that supports both 
heroism and health (5).

CONTINUOUS PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
The evolving demands of tactical strength and conditioning 
requires strength and conditioning professionals to stay 
current on research in physiology, organizational behavior, and 
communication. Integrating insights from sports psychology, 
adult learning, and leadership studies, strength and conditioning 
professionals are better equipped to serve this high-risk 
population. As the National Strength and Conditioning Association 
(NSCA) and others have noted, a multidisciplinary approach is 
critical to reduce injuries, optimize performance, and address the 
rising health care costs of the fire service (1).

ALIGNING COACHING PHILOSOPHY WITH 
FIREFIGHTER-SPECIFIC DEMANDS
Applying the general coaching principles to firefighters increases 
the impact and relevance of training programs. Table 1 outlines 
core coaching values and how they translate into effective 
strategies. When strength and conditioning professionals 
model these values, they become more than instructors, they 
become cultural allies in readiness, injury prevention, and long-
term health (11).

TABLE 1. METHODS AND ACTIONABLE SYSTEMS FOR STRENGTH AND CONDITIONING PROFESSIONALS TO BRIDGE THE 
BARRIER WITH THEIR FIREFIGHTERS (3,4,5,7,8,9,12)

METHOD ACTIONS

Consistency in Approach
When a strength and conditioning professional maintains alignment between values and 
practices, it fosters trust and credibility, essential within the fire service, where consistency 
mirrors command structure and operational reliability.

Safety Focus
Strength and conditioning professionals must prioritize injury prevention and proper 
technique. A safety-first philosophy resonates with firefighters, for whom operational safety 
is a daily concern.

Performance-Oriented Training
Firefighters require anaerobic power, muscular endurance, and job-specific agility. Strength 
and conditioning professionals must embed these job-critical performance needs into their 
training methodology.

Holistic Development 
Mental resilience and emotional regulation are as important as physical readiness. Strength 
and conditioning professionals embracing holistic philosophies should integrate strategies 
such as stress inoculation, mindfulness, and recovery education.

Adaptability and Problem-Solving
Firefighters face dynamic and high-pressure scenarios. Training programs should incorporate 
cognitive load, decision-making under fatigue, and varied stimulus-response tasks.

Team Cohesion
Just as fire crews rely on teamwork, group-based training can improve adherence, morale, 
and mutual accountability, aligning with values of collaboration and unity.

Continuous Improvement
Tactical populations benefit from training programs that evolve. Strength and conditioning 
professionals should use performance metrics, feedback loops, and current research to 
update protocols regularly.

While grounded in the authors’ professional experience, each coaching principle is supported by existing literature from fire service, 
leadership, and strength and conditioning domains already referenced in this article
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CONCLUSION
Firefighters operate in one of the most physically- and 
psychologically-demanding professions. Yet many strength and 
conditioning programs fall short; not due to programming flaws, but 
because they do not align with the firehouse reality. When coaching 
feels out of touch with firefighter identity, it gets ignored and the 
result is poor buy-in, preventable injuries, and missed potential.

Improving outcomes in firefighter strength and conditioning takes 
more than technical expertise. It demands a philosophical shift that 
emphasizes cultural fluency, relational coaching, collaboration, and 
professional growth.

Key strategies proposed in this article include:

• Embedding cultural intelligence into coaching practice

• Framing communication as a two-way, trust-building process

• Designing programs with firefighters, not just for them

• Challenging unsustainable training norms

• Prioritizing mental resilience, safety, and adaptability
alongside performance

These are not just tips, they represent a reframing of the coach-
firefighter relationship. Strength and conditioning professionals 
move from being service providers to trusted members of the 
mission. While insights here are drawn from practical experience 
and existing literature, further research is needed to measure long-
term effects of these relational strategies. Still, the path forward is 
clear. In the end, advancing firefighter performance and resilience is 
not just a technical challenge, it is a human one. That transformation 
starts not in the gym, but in the relationship.

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS
Integrating strength and conditioning into the fire service requires 
more than programming, it demands cultural awareness, clear 
communication, and true collaboration. Strength and conditioning 
professionals should:

• Immerse in firehouse culture to earn trust

• Frame training in language that resonates with all ranks

• Invite feedback to increase ownership and adherence

• Shift focus from ego-driven intensity to functional,
sustainable readiness

• Address recovery, stress, sleep, and nutrition
alongside strength

• Work with leadership to embed health into the
organizational structure

Above all, strength and conditioning professionals must 
commit to continuous improvement, just like the tactical 
professionals they serve. 

REFERENCES 
1. Butry, DT, Butry, DT, Webb, D, Gilbert, S, and Taylor, J. The
economics of firefighter injuries in the United States. US Department
of Commerce, National Institute of Standards and Technology. 2019.
Retrieved 2025 from https://www.nist.gov/publications/economics-
firefighter-injuries-united-states.

2. Campbell, RB, Evarts, B, and Molis, JL. United States firefighter
injuries in 2019. National Fire Protection Association. 2020. Retrieved
2025 from https://www.nfpa.org/education-and-research/research/
nfpa-research/fire-statistical-reports/firefighter-injuries-in-
the-united-states.

3. Fahy, RF, and Petrillo, JT. Firefighter fatalities in the US in 2021.
National Fire Protection Association. 2022. Retrieved 2025 from
https://www.usfa.fema.gov/downloads/pdf/publications/firefighter-
fatalities-2021.pdf.

4. Huntsman, D, and Greer, A. Antecedents of trust in leadership:
A multilevel perspective in the fire service. International Fire Service
Journal of Leadership and Management 1(13): 2019.

5. Kaipust, CM, Jahnke, SA, Poston, WS, Jitnarin, N, Haddock, CK,
Delclos, GL, and Day, RS. Sleep, obesity, and injury among US male
career firefighters. Journal of Occupational and Environmental Medicine
61(4): e150-154, 2019.

6. Lane, CL, Brady, OD, and Mayer, JM. Comprehensive
assessment of implementation factors related to worksite exercise
in firefighters. Journal of Occupational and Environmental Medicine
64(1): e13-19, 2022.

7. Lockie, RG, Dulla, JM, Higuera, D, Ross, KA, Orr, RM, Dawes,
JJ, and Ruvalcaba, TJ. Body composition and fitness characteristics
of firefighters participating in a health and wellness program:
Relationships and descriptive data. International Journal of
Environmental Research and Public Health 19(23): 15758, 2022.

8. Lockie, RG, and Dawes, JJ. High-performance programs for first
responders: Considerations and potential benefits of implementation.
Strength and Conditioning Journal 16(4): 447-473, 2022.

9. Martin, JR, Abel, MG, Newman, K, Fyock-Martin, M, and Clark, NC.
Relationships between body composition and firefighter occupational
performance: A systematic review and meta-analysis. Work
82(1): 46-62, 2024.

10. McDonald, JM, and Paganelli, C. Exploration of mental readiness
for enhancing dentistry in an inter-professional climate. International 
Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 18(13): 7038, 2021.

11. Mills, JP, Caulfield, S, Fox, D, Baker, K, and Woolverton, L.
Social construction of strength and conditioning coach knowledge
and practice: What the construction means to developing
strength and conditioning coaches. Strength and Conditioning
Journal 40(6): 21-28, 2018.

12. Murrell, JB. Correlations between motivation and proactive
behavior among firefighters who become fire chiefs. Grand Canyon
University. Student dissertation, 2022.

13. National Fire Protection Association. NFPA 1580: Standard for
emergency responder occupational health and wellness. National Fire
Protection Association. 2025. Retrieved 2025 from https://link.nfpa.
org/all-publications/1580/2025.



NSCA TSAC Report | Issue 79	 15
Copyright National Strength and Conditioning Association 2025

COACHING PHILOSOPHY TO ENHANCE COMMUNICATION 
STRATEGIES BETWEEN STRENGTH AND CONDITIONING 

PROFESSIONALS AND FIREFIGHTERS

ABOUT THE AUTHORS
Lee Brown is a Senior Lecturer at the University of East London 
and serves as the Tactical Lead Researcher for both the London 
Fire Brigade and Kent Fire and Rescue Service. Brown is currently 
involved in performance-led research aimed at improving the 
health, readiness, and sustainability of modern firefighters. His 
academic and applied work integrates high-level conditioning, 
injury prevention, and recovery strategies tailored to occupational 
demands. He holds the Certified Strength and Conditioning 
Specialist® (CSCS®), Certified Specialist Populations Specialist® 
(CSPS®), Tactical Strength and Conditioning Facilitator® (TSAC-F®), 
and Registered Strength and Conditioning Coach® (RSCC®) 
certifications through the National Strength and Conditioning 
Association (NSCA). Brown is also a Registered Clinical Physiologist 
(RCCP), Registered Clinical Exercise Physiologist, and Chartered 
Scientist through the British Association of Sport and Exercise 
Sciences (BASES).

Scott Caulfield is the Director of Strength and Conditioning at 
Norwich University, the nation’s oldest private military college. 
With over two decades of experience, he has coached athletes 
at all levels, from youth to professional, and previously served as 
Head Strength and Conditioning Coach at the National Strength 
and Conditioning Association (NSCA) headquarters. Renowned 
for his evidence-based training methods and focus on mental 
toughness, Caulfield is committed to helping athletes reach their 
peak performance. A sought-after speaker, educator, and mentor, 
he is passionate about advancing the strength and conditioning 
profession and inspiring the next generation of coaches.

Jim McDonald is a career firefighter and human performance 
specialist with 23 years of experience in strength and conditioning, 
and a decade in the fire service. His background spans Division I 
football, Major League Baseball, the NFL, Fortune 100 corporate 
wellness, and the private sector. McDonald applies science-driven, 
evidence-based training to enhance firefighter readiness, health, 
and career longevity. He holds a Bachelor’s degree in Exercise 
and Sport Science, and is certified by the NSCA as a NSCA-CPT®, 
CSCS®, and TSAC-F®. An NSCA Colorado Advisory Board member, 
published author, and national speaker, McDonald works to elevate 
the fire service through education and mission-driven coaching.

Alexandra Cacioppo is a Human Performance Specialist with 19 
years of experience improving health and physical performance in 
Division I-bound collegiate athletes and Federal Protective Service 
agents. She integrates applied science, pedagogy, and performance 
psychology to expand her expertise into sports medicine consulting 
and coaching mentorship. Her approach emphasizes evidence-
based wellbeing strategies and advanced training methodologies 
to enhance athletic performance, foster injury resilience, and 
strengthen mental fortitude—leading to higher-performing 
individuals and teams. Cacioppo earned a Bachelor of Science in 
Health Promotion of Physical Activity from Ithaca College and a 
Master of Science in Applied Physiology and Kinesiology from the 
University of Florida. She holds professional certifications through 
the National Strength and Conditioning Association (NSCA), 
including Certified Strength and Conditioning Specialist® (CSCS®) 
and Tactical Strength and Conditioning Facilitator® (TSAC-F®), as 
well as United States of America Weightlifting Level 2 (USAW-2).


