Guest Editorial

This is a personal tale with a moral; three morals, actually.

Making It Safe, Making It Legal,
and Creating Peace of Mind

Daniel ]. Strom

INTRODUCTION

In 1973, with the ink still wet
on my Master’s degree in low-
temperature solid state physics, I
found myself thrust into the job
of “assistant radiation safety offi-
cer” in a medical and academic
setting. At the time, I thought I
was entering a doctoral program
in medical physics, but that’s an-
other story. Suffice it to say that
in the two months after I started
work, my boss had been fired, my
fired boss’s boss had disappeared,
and there was no one between
me and the Vice President for
Health Affairs. And, except for
some friendly guidance from an
x-ray technician and a nuclear
chemist, who deigned to speak to
grad students, I was clueless.

Despite such a start, I spent a
little over 5 years in the 1970’s in
the cauldron of medical and aca-
demic radiation safety, which, for
me, was the school of hard
knocks with the occasional stroke
of good fortune.

When I had been at work for a
little over a month, an Eberline
salesman named Stan Hunger-
ford stopped by the office. He
asked, “Are you going to attend

the Campus Radiation Safety Of-
ficers’ conference?” I replied,
“What’s a Radiation Safety Offi-
cer?” He said, “I thought you
were the Radiation Safety Offi-
cer.” I replied, “No that’s the con-
sultant’s job.” Instead of trying to
sell me a Geiger counter, he pro-
ceeded to try to convince me that
I needed to go to the conference.

Thanks to Stan’s empowering
suggestion, I attended the 1973
Campus Radiation Safety Offi-
cer’s meeting hosted by Ron Zelac
at Temple University in Philadel-
phia. I'll never forget sitting
down to breakfast the first morn-
ing of the conference, in what I
remember to be a dormitory set-
ting, excited but already over-
whelmed by the experience. A
tall, gray-haired gentleman, look-
ing both youthful and distin-
guished, sat down beside me and
introduced himself: “Hi. I'm Paul
Ziemer from Purdue.” Paul evi-
dently had a marvelous instinct
for identifying “those who
needed mentoring” as he asked
thoughtful questions and made
many helpful suggestions. (Paul
Ziemer has done it all: been a
professor and Dean at Purdue,
President of the Health Physics
Society at the time he introduced
himself to me, and Assistant Sec-
retary of Energy for Health,
Safety, and Environment.) He
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helped me maximize my first real
contact with that most versatile
of Operational Radiation Safety
specialists, the campus radiation
safety officer.

As a result of the Campus RSO
Conference (http://ibaserver.
physics.isu.edu/radinf/crso.
htm), I learned that 1) I was
underpaid; 2) I needed office and
laboratory space and a bunch of
equipment, including Geiger-
Muller counters, an Ion Cham-
ber, gamma spectroscopy equip-
ment, a thyroid bioassay counter,
a liquid scintillation counter,
etc., etc.; 3) I needed two full-
time technicians and a secretary;
and 4) I definitely needed some
real training in health physics. I
asked for what I wanted—it helps
to know what to ask for—and all
was granted. Most importantly, 1
managed to get into what was at
that time a 10-week course in
radiation safety at Oak Ridge As-
sociated Universities.

I returned to work after the
ORAU course holding the Certi-
fied Health Physicist in awe, hav-
ing met a number of distin-
guished CHPs. With the goal of
someday becoming a CHP my-
self, I went to work.

By the end of the 1970’s, I had
figured out a few things. I had
figured out that I had three jobs: I
had to keep it safe, | had to keep it
legal, and I had to help people feel
they were safe.
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Keeping it safe was fairly easy,
except for exposures to patients,
over which I had no control and
very little real influence.

Keeping it legal was much
harder. I had to prove to Atomic
Energy Commission and later,
Nuclear Regulatory Commission
inspectors, that my radiation
safety programs were working.
This meant living up to my end
of the contract I had with those
regulators, accepting Title 10,
Code of Federal Regulations, Part
20 (10 CFR 20), Standards for Pro-
tection Against Radiation, and all
of my license conditions. Those
commitments meant performing
many operational radiation
safety duties and, most impor-
tantly, keeping easily accessible
records of that performance.

From a public health perspec-
tive, I have come to believe that
creating peace of mind is part of
the job of a radiation safety offi-
cer. Creating peace of mind—that
is, helping people to feel safe—
was the most challenging and dif-
ficult task. The only real health
effects that most RSOs ever see
are from fear of radiation effects,
not from those effects them-
selves. My personal experience
has included workers’ choices,
made from fear, about terminat-
ing a pregnancy; workers experi-
encing insomnia, weight loss,
and debilitating anxiety, all
caused by fear; and workers quit-
ting jobs because of fear. Public
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health professionals will tell you
that the worst thing for an em-
ployee’s health is to terminate
employment when it results in
loss of health insurance. Few on-
the-job dangers are bigger than
the risk of having no health in-
surance.

This editorial is a plea to those
practicing operational radiation
safety to seriously consider the
importance of dealing with fear
(or radiation phobia) on the part
of workers, patients, patients’
families, and the public.

Peace of mind cannot be im-
posed on anyone. The process of
creating peace of mind requires
the creation of trust, which must
be granted by the recipient. Real-
ize that many people are not
swayed by a discussion of num-
bers or quantitative concepts.
Rather, just having their con-
cerns genuinely heard will make
many feel better. Deal with fear
up-front, proactively, and explic-
itly. A good start is to be alert to
people’s concerns, ask about
those concerns, and listen. To
paraphrase Francis of Assisi, try to
understand before trying to be
understood.

There might be a situation
where, after listening, you would
say, “So, you're scared of radia-
tion. I am too. High radiation
levels scare me, but low radiation
levels do not scare me. For me to
be scared, it depends on how
much radiation there is. My level
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of caution depends on how seri-
ous the hazard is. Big hazards
require serious protection. Small
hazards require less protection.
And there are even levels of radi-
ation that I feel require no protec-
tive actions, because they are so
small.”

If those who benefit from radi-
ation safety trust those who pro-
vide it, a first, solid step has been
made toward creating peace of
mind.

SUMMARY

The job of a medical or aca-
demic radiation safety officer has
three parts: keeping it safe, keep-
ing it legal, and helping people
feel that they are safe. Absence of
peace-of-mind about radiation
protection matters can create
very real health effects, even
when there is little or no radia-
tion exposure involved. Fright-
ened people may make decisions
such as changing jobs (and losing
health insurance), terminating a
pregnancy, or moving, all of
which impact health. Further-
more, frightened people who
choose to stick with it may suffer
from anxiety, stress, insomnia,
and weight loss or even weight
gain. Genuinely listening to the
concerns of those who benefit
from radiation safety services can
help to provide peace-of-mind
and minimize decisions that are
risky to health.
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