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The Challenge

In Australia, there are currently an estimated 180,000 volunteer 
firefighters providing service to rural and some periurban areas. 
This study examined the mortality and cancer incidence of male 
volunteer firefighters. During firefighting, firefighters are exposed to 
a number of hazardous materials and there was little or no existing 
published evidence about the mortality or cancer risk for these 
types of volunteer firefighters. 

Privacy and security
Privacy protection and data security lie at the heart of the Population Health Research Network. The collection, use and disclosure of 
personal information by government agencies and other agencies are bound by strict legislative and regulatory conditions. Researchers 
wishing to access linked data must also adhere to stringent conditions, including ethics approval, data custodian approval and the 
development of a detailed data security plan.

Researchers are typically given access to a linked data set put together to meet the specific needs of their project. This de-identified data 
includes only the minimum information required for the research, such as age rather than date of birth.

Government agencies handle personal information in highly-secure environments. Data is delivered to researchers through a secure 
remote access facility, ensuring no information is stored on the researcher’s personal computer or their institutional network. 
Researchers cannot export raw data from this system, only their analyses, and these are checked.

Researchers must only use the data for the approved purpose and are not allowed to link any other information. At the conclusion of the 
project, all data must be destroyed or returned.

Penalties for researchers and government employees can include criminal conviction, jail time or substantial fines. In the more than ten 
years since the network began, there has never been a breach.

THE RESULT

Volunteer firefighters have a reduced risk of mortality and cancer incidence 
compared with the general population, which is likely to be a result of a 
’healthy-volunteer’ effect and, perhaps, lower smoking rates. The study did 
recommend a follow-up of the cohort because the cohort was relatively young, 
with small numbers of deaths and cancers to date, and further follow-up time 
will increase statistical power, especially for the type of incident analyses. 
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HOW THE PHRN INFRASTRUCTURE HELPED 

The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) linked the cohort 
to the National Death Index (NDI) and the Australian Cancer Database 
(ACD) to obtain mortality and cancer outcomes. At the time of linkage, 
the NDI was nationally complete to 30 November 2011 for cause of death 
coding. The ACD was nationally complete to 31 December 2010, except for 
one state, which was complete only until the end of 2009. 
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