








580     FIRE ENGINEERING’S HANDBOOK FOR FIREFIGHTER I & II 

have exited the building by other than normal means. 
Victims have often been located in shrubbery and in 
other locations outside the structure. 

After entering the room to be searched, there are several 
areas that the searching firefighter must pay strict atten-
tion to. The first area is the normal path of egress, in other 
words, the areas that are directly in line with the door or 
hallways. Behind doors is another area where victims are 
often found; any resistance a search team finds in trying 
to open the door once forcible entry has been completed 
is probably an indication of a victim located behind the 
door. Normally if the path to the door or the hallway 
is blocked the victim will choose to move toward the 
window. This fact makes it imperative that we check the 
area below and around the window. Firefighters that are 
assigned to search must keep all possibilities of victim 
location in their mind. 

Search categories 
FFI 5.3.9 Search can be divided into two different 
categories: primary and secondary searches. Primary 
search is a rapid search of high-priority areas. Primary 
searches are often conducted prior to control of the 
fire. Secondary search is slower and more methodical. 
Secondary searches are usually conducted after the fire 
has been controlled. 

Primary search. Primar y searches are a rapid check 
of a fire building focused on areas that are normal areas 
of egress for the occupants. These areas include but are 
not limited to doorways, windows, and all adjacent areas 
that lead to these locations. For firefighters to success-
fully search a structure, they must have an understanding 
of the mindset of the escaping victim. In times of stress, 
most people resort to leaving the building by the same 
routes they use during their everyday routine. In other 
words, if they normally use the side door daily, they 
are likely to use that same door during a fire. Humans 
are creatures of habit, which drives us to think in this 
manner. 

Firefighters only have seconds to get into the heads of 
the victims and try to determine what they may think 
while they are in a state of stress and disorientation. For 
these reasons we search high-probability areas first. These 
also just happen to be the areas that we normally use for 
access to the building such as the front door, pathways 
leading to exterior doors, bedroom windows, and the 
paths leading to those areas. Because of the speedy nature 
of this type of search, firefighters must cover these areas 

quickly and aggressively to greatly improve the surviv-
ability of the victims. 

Secondary search. Secondar y searches are usually 
slower, more methodical, and more thorough than 
primary searches. These types of searches are often done 
after the fire has been controlled. During secondary 
searches firefighters must search for victims in every 
possible spot inside and outside the structure. Areas 
searched during the primary search are rechecked along 
with the areas that were not checked. These areas include 
but are not limited to closets, toy boxes, showers, and 
under beds or other furniture that could provide a hiding 
spot for a victim. Hiding spots differ for adult victims 
and child victims. It is at this point that firefighters must 
learn a little about how their victims think when they are 
under the extreme stress of being trapped. 

The mind set of adults and children often differs during 
a chaotic state. Adults try to reason their way out or try 
to think the problem through; children resort to areas 
of comfort or protection. Adults may try to escape 
harm by going into the shower and turning the water 
on thinking that the water protects them from the fire 
only to find that the smoke kills them or they wind up 
steaming themselves to death. Conversely, children try 
to get to their parents thinking that mommy and daddy 
can protect them. Parents are often found trying to get to 
their children. It is for this reason that if a firefighter finds 
an adult victim that firefighter must also look for any 
children that may be with that adult. On many occasions 
firefighters trying to remove the adult victim to safety 
leave the child behind. In once such case, the child was 
right underneath the mother. The mother was removed, 
but the firefighters never saw the child and they left the 
child behind. So take an extra second and sweep around 
the found victim just in case a second victim is nearby. 
Children will also hide from the danger in areas that are 
comforting to them, such as in toy boxes, under beds, in 
closets, and any place that provided them refuge in the 
past. 

Children may be frightened by the sight of the firefighter 
in full protective equipment and hide. The only way for 
the fire service to overcome these fears is through educa-
tion. Your fire department must teach children how a 
firefighter looks when wearing full protective equip-
ment. Fire departments should go to schools and allow 
children the opportunity to meet firefighters before they 
are attired in PPE and then again after that firefighter 
is fully geared. It allows children to face the person in 
full PPE. 
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Fig. 19–8. To control the deployment of a search rope, it 

is recommended that the rope be tied off to a substantial 

object outside the structure. 

Search crews performing a lifeline search can expand 
the search area by carrying personal tether lines that can 
be attached to the main search line by carabiners. The 
firefighter simply attaches the tether line to the main 
search line and searches off the main line to cover areas 
such as cubicles (fig. 19–9). It must be noted that tether 
line must be no longer than 10 or 15 ft (3 or 5 m) in 
length, thus reducing the possibility of the firefighter 
getting too far off the main line. 

Safety is further enhanced by the use of an entry control 
officer who is positioned at the point of entry. This 
control officer must be equipped with a clipboard and 
a timing device (stop watch). The control officer records 
the names of the firefighters on the entry team, air 
cylinder duration time (e.g., 30-minute or 60-minute 
cylinder), and time of entry. The control officer as well 
as the entry team must be equipped with portable radios 
preferably on their own tactical frequency. The control 
officer records the entry time of each member. Following 
proper air management techniques (described in chapter 
10, Self Contained Breathing Apparatus), the control 
officer reserves enough time for the team to exit the 
building. For example, a team equipped with a typical 
30-minute rated cylinder is allowed a total operational 
time of approximately 16.5 to 18.5 minutes to enter 
the building , conduct search operations, and leave the 
building. This leaves 25% of bottle capacity, the level 
at which most SCBA low-air alarms activate, in reserve 
for safety purposes. In reality, a 30-minute cylinder does 
not last for 30 minutes—for the typical firefighter, they 

last the 16.5–18.5 minutes cited above. Use of longer 
duration cylinders (larger size bottle) will increase these 
times accordingly. Firefighters must not wait until their 
low-air alarms activate—they need to be out of the 
building before alarm activation. 

Fig. 19 –9. Tether line 

Upon being recalled, the firefighters simply reverse their 
direction on the line by 180° and follow the line out to 
the starting point. The firefighter maintaining control 
of the bag leaves the bag on the floor where he or she 
stopped and follows the rope out, leaving the bag behind. 
The lead firefighter should make a mental note of the last 
knot that was past so that he or she can let the control 
officer know how far into the search area has been 
searched. The control officer can then use that informa-
tion to let the second team know where the first team left 
off, so the second team could proceed immediately to 
where the bag was left without researching the area that 
the first team already completed. Finally, lifeline searches 
are an important tool; all firefighters must be trained to 
maintain their orientation in large buildings or buildings 
with confusing layouts (fig. 19–10). 

Fig. 19 –10. Here firefighters use a search rope or “lifeline” 

to guide their search of a structure. 
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Fig. 19–15. The blanket drag can be used to move 

unconscious or heavy victims. This maneuver can be 

attempted by a single firefighter, but is most effective with 

two firefighters. 

The seat carry. Two firefighters are required for this 
carry. The rescuers are to face each other. With your left 
hand, grasp your own right forearm just around your 
wrist. When both have done this, face each other. With 
your right hand grasp the other firefighter’s left forearm 
firmly, and he or she should grasp yours. This forms a 
square seat (fig. 19–16). 

The firefighter carry. The firefighter carry can be 
performed by one firefighter on either a conscious or 
unconscious patient (fig. 19–17). 

This carry is not recommended for a smoke-filled 
environment because you may subject yourself and 
the victim to extreme heat and toxic gases. Firefighters 
performing this carry should make sure that the victim 
weighs less than their own weight. 

Fig. 19 –17. The firefighter carry can be used on a 

conscious or unconscious patient, but should not be used 

under smoke or fire conditions. 

Fig. 19–16. The seat carry can be accomplished with two firefighters on a conscious victim. 
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QUESTIONS 

1.  When performing a size-up, what are possible indicators that could lead an emergency responder to  
believe a structure is occupied?  

2.  When searching a multi-story building involved with a fire, why would searching the floors above the fire 
be of a higher priority than the bottom floor? 

3.  When performing a primary search, it is helpful if rescuers are aware if they are looking for an adult or a 
child. What are some different reactions that adults and children tend to demonstrate? 

4.  Secondary searches are usually slower, more methodical, and more thorough than primary searches.  
Why are these attributes not exhibited during the primary search?  

5.  Before entering into a room or structure with a closed door, why is it recommended that the rescuer  
check the door prior to entering with the back of a closed hand?  

6.  How can door construction and direction of swing provide clues to the type of space located  
on the other side?  

7.  When performing a search for victims, why is it important to search the outside of the structure as well? 

8.  How do the stages of fire within a structure affect your choice on the technique to be used  
to perform a search?  

9.  What are some of the advantages for rescuers to occasionally pause when performing search operations? 

10.  Why is it important that marking procedures showing when a room search is/has been conducted are 
dictated in the standard operating procedures? 

11.  What are some of the risks of using a thermal imaging camera that a rescuer is unfamiliar with? 

12.  How does the fire stage affect the choice of drag or carry when removing unresponsive victims 
for heated atmospheres? 

13.  How can the dangers of using lifeline searches increase or decrease when searching large structures? 

14.  Why is it important for rescuers to train in using mask confidence or emergency procedure techniques 
before rescue situations? 


