
Who responds to a firefighter's worst day? 
Initiative 13: Helping firefighters deal with the stress of routine and extraordinary events 
By Ron Siarnicki 

We come into your home on the 
worst day of your life. We are 
trained firefighters. We're ready to 

respond. We're calm and professional. Some 
might say we' re unflappable in the face 
of danger. But what's going on inside our 
heads when the emergency is over? We're 
human too. 

Sometimes, what we witness during 
a call hits too close to home or the pres­
sures of life outside the firehouse seem 
insurmountable. Before we know it, 
the walls we've established to pro­
tect ourselves emotionally begin to 
crack. We're often the last to notice. 
But if they aren't shored up, those 
walls might come crashing down. 

The personal side of 
pubhc safety 
We are all different. It can be hard 
for us to understand what's going 
on with another firefighter who 
has responded to the same calls 
we have. A seemingly routine response for 
one firefighter may be the final trigger that 
unleashes bottled-up pain in another. 

Like many of you, I've listened to fire­
fighters and their families dealing with pres­
sures in their lives, but had no idea how 
serious the issues really were. Firefighters 
are dealing with problems inside and out­
side the fire department that can impact 
their performance and mental well-being. 
Do any of these sound familiar? 
• Another call to extricate the bodies of 

teens from a horrific crash leaves you too 
worried about your own kids to focus. 

• A house fire was caused by a senior citi­
zen leaving food on the stove, something 
your Mom has done repeatedly. 

• Bills are unpaid and creditors are calling 
because you 've been laid off from your 
full-time job for months with no prospects 
in sight. 

• The time to permanently hang up the hel­
met is getting closer and you don't know 
how you'll fill the void. 

Undoubtedly, the path we've chosen 
is physically and psychologically filled with 
extreme highs and lows. Forbes Magazine 
rated firefighter as the most stressful job of 
2015 http://www.forbes.com/sites/susan-

adams/2015/01 /07 /the-most-stressful­
jobs-of-2015/. Firefighting is consistently 
rated in the top three most stressful jobs 
by organizations such as Careercast http:// 
www.businessnewsdaily.com/57 44-most­
and-least-stressful-jobs-for-2014.htrnl. 

Dr. Richard Gist, principal assistant to 
the director of the Kansas City, MO, Fire 
Department and National Fallen Firefighters 
Foundation (NFFF) behavioral health consul­
tant, observes: Every day, firefighters have 

the same experiences as everyone else and 
they see what goes on in everyone else's 
life. They do the work in dealing with the 
problems of living. Firefighters still have per­
sonal lives and personal lives have issues. 

A new priority: Taking care 
of ourselves and each other 
through Initiative 13 

A new priority: Taking care of ourselves 
and each other through Initiative 13. 

Research studies and lessons learned 
from multiple line-of-duty-death incidents 
such as September 11 (343), Charleston, 
SC (9), West, TX (10) and Yarnell, Al. (19) 
showed us something very important: No 
two firefighters will have the same reaction 
to the same stressful incident. 

We also learned that a fire department 
is now three times more likely to experience 
a suicide than a line-of-duty death. There is 
no doubt the fire service is facing a national 
suicide problem. 

Two years ago, the NFFF began to 
improve the way the fire service helps fire­
fighters manage stress by developing the 
Firefighter Consensus Behavioral Health 
Model. The Behavioral Health Model rein­
forces that there are varying stress thresh-
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olds that need to be considered when 
offering assistance following a traumatic 
event. It tells us that a person's experi­
ences, values and beliefs can impact how 
they react to any call. 

Issues a person is contending with out­
side the firehouse can impact their abil­
ity to manage the stressful events in the 
firehouse. This is one reason why what a 
firefighter sees, hears or touches may affect 
him or her, but may be the tipping point for 

their crew mate. 
Initiative 13 of the Firefighter 

Life Safety Initiatives is the foun­
dation for our work. Its message 
is very clear: Firefighters and their 
families must have access to coun­
seling and psychological support. 

Discussions during Tampa2 and 
other related meetings focused on 
how the fire service can help reduce 
the stigma often attached to seek­
ing help. We must look out for and 
respond to calls for help from within 

our ranks just as we do for the public. 
One of the easiest ways to assess how 

someone is coping is through the After­
Action Review (AAR). Talking after every call 
about what went well and what needs to be 
improved helps us refine our strategies and 
tactics. It also enables the officer to get a 
pulse on the emotional health ofthe team. 

These casual conversations can help 
improve trust within the crew, which is criti­
cal for improving emergency operations for 
the next call. They can also be the key for 
recognizing when someone needs to talk or 
to get outside help. 

Peer support groups, such as those 
offered by the FDNY Counseling Unit, have 
found that firefighters are more comfort­
able talking with each other in a casual 
setting about concerns and issues they' re 
facing. It's much easier to turn to some­
one you know and who understands your 
experiences. 

The NFFF offers two classes on dealing 
with stress - "Curbside Manner: Stress First 
Aid for the Street (CMSFAS)" and "Stress 
First Aid for Fire and EMS Personnel (SFA)" 
- for free through www.FireHeroLearning­
Network.com. 

(Continued on page 16) 

For further coverage of the NFFF's new campaign, see http://www.firehouse.comtarticle/12030839/tampa-2-report-unveiled. 
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CMSFAS is built upon seven components or the "Seven C's" : 
• Check: Pay attention to others' behaviors and attitudes. Ask 

questions and carefully listen to the answers. If something 
seems unusual or "off" from a person's normal routine, move to 
the next step. 

• Coordinate: Share what you've observed with a friend, col­
league or family member. 

• Gover: Promote a sense of safety. 
• Galm: Reduce stress, provide comfort and orient those who are 

distressed. 
• Connect: Reconnect or link individuals with family, friends or 

other sources of support. 
• Competence: Provide a link to resources they may need. 
• Confidence: Help those affected regain a sense of hope and 

confidence in themselves. 
The "Seven C's" help firefighters take care of themselves and 

one another. They also can lead to one-on-one or group interven­
tions. These interventions can ensure safety, reduce the risk for 
more severe stress reactions and help to promote recovery for 
firefighters and families in need. 

I encourage you to look at the Behavioral Health Initiative 13 
on our website at http://flsi13.everyonegoeshome.com/ for more 
infonmation about this important issue in the fire service. Working 
together we can reduce the number of suicides and stress in the 
fire service. We must all help our fellow firefighters and our fire 
service families receive the support they need when they need it. 

Globe Selected as Part of This Built America 

T
his Built America is a website devoted to supporting Ameri­

can companies and American-made products. Throughout 

the year, the editorial and video team s will explore 50 

states in 50 weeks to bring 50 stories oflhe people who are bring­

ing back manufac turing to America. The plallorm is produced in 

coorr.Jinaliun with Man Made Content. AOL is proud tu support 

the eITurt along with sponsor Ford Trm.:ks. 
Glohe l'vfanufacturing was chosen to represent New Hamp­

shire manufacturing and firefighters from around the world in 

the editorial series. 

Now in its fourth generation of family ownership, Globe has 

always been one of the great innovators in safety gear for fire­

fighters. ln recent years, the company has partnered with agen­

cies like The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) 

and the U.S. Army to elevate th e technology keeping our first 

responders safe. 

"Wl1at we make, it doesn' t go in a machine and come out the 

other side," says Gef Freese. great-grandson of company patri­

arch Comtland Freese and senior vice president for operations at 

Globe. "It's people who are doing it and they are really proud of 

what they do - they want the firefighters tu come home alive." 

Globe isn 't just making an impact globally, their presence 

makes a huge difference locally as well. The company employs 

about 300 people in the Pittsfield area-around 10% of the town 's 

population. 

To see how Globe Manufactming continues to itmovate fire­

fighter safety, visit thisbuiltamerica.com/new-hampshire. Or, follow 

This B uilt America on f acebook, Twitter, Instagram and Google+. 






