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WELCOME 
The First Responder Center for Excellence (FRCE) is committed to promoting quality educational 
awareness and research to reduce physical, emotional, and psychological health and wellness issues 
for first responders. As part of the FRCE’s mission, the following comprehensive Behavioral Health 
Awareness Training has been developed to address and support all aspects of first responder behavioral 
health.  

This training has been organized into a series of six separate modules to allow for distributed training 
and ongoing discussions. While instructor-led presentation is the preferred method of delivery, the six 
modules can also be integrated into any distance learning platform to allow for asynchronous delivery.  

The behavioral health topics have been divided into the following Modules: 

Module I: Recognition of Behavioral Health Stressors 

Module II: Post-Crisis Management and Coping Mechanisms 

Module III: Recognizing and Addressing High-Risk Behaviors 

Module IV: Building Personal Resiliency 

Module V: Building and Utilizing Peer Networks 

Module VI:  Family Support 
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ABOUT THIS TRAINING 
This training raises awareness of the behavioral health impacts of being a first responder. In the 
modules that follow, critical incidents are explored, occupational and personal stressors are identified, 
and opportunities for positive self-action are introduced. This training further strives to reduce the 
stigma of seeking help for behavioral and mental health issues and reconfirms that seeking support is a 
sign of strength – not of weakness. 
 
The fire and emergency services have a long history of valued traditions and widely-accepted cultural 
norms. We must recognize that the content of the Behavioral Health Awareness Training may challenge 
some long held beliefs. The students you will be teaching may have strong opinions about this subject 
matter prior to stepping foot in the classroom. As a Behavioral Health Awareness instructor, you will 
serve as an important role model, responsible for raising awareness of the behavioral health issues 
impacting our first responders 

  



 

 

 

 

 

MODULE 1: RECOGNITION OF BEHAVIORAL HEALTH 

STRESSORS 
  



Module I: Recognition of Behavioral Health Stressors 

First Responder Center for Excellence: 
Behavioral Health Awareness Training 4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This page has been intentionally left blank 

  



Module I: Recognition of Behavioral Health Stressors 

First Responder Center for Excellence: 
Behavioral Health Awareness Training 5 

 

OBJECTIVES

• Identify and understand the importance of 
occupational stressors

• Define and understand signs and symptoms 
associated with burnout, anxiety, depression, and 
Post-Traumatic Stress (PTS)

• Understand the difference between PTS and PTSD
• Understand that chronic exposure to high stress 

incidents increases the risk of developing anxiety, 
depression, PTS, PTSD, and suicide

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

  



Module I: Recognition of Behavioral Health Stressors 

First Responder Center for Excellence: 
Behavioral Health Awareness Training 6 

 

• First Responders are the “Heroes of the 
Community” 

• First Responders protect the community 
at all times

• Sleep deprivation and physical exhaustion 
are just part of the job

• They are forever ready to answer “the 
call”

First responders take care of others while often neglecting themselves.

EXPECTATIONS OF THE FIRST 
RESPONDER…

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Research has shown that firefighters experience significant negative 
mental health impacts as a result of Repeated Exposure Trauma (RET). 

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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OCCUPATIONAL EXPOSURES

When First Responders provide 
assistance on emergency incidents, 
what might they be exposed to?

• Unnatural and Traumatic 
Accidents

• Life and Death Situations
• Natural Disasters
• Illness and Suffering
• Crime and Violence
• Caring for Special Populations

Aftermath of a train collision with a car near Michigan 
State University, ©GTI, WILX News 10 

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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OCCUPATIONAL STRESS EXPOSURE

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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DEALING WITH MENTAL INJURY

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Without proper support and coping skills, 
occupational stressors can and do accumulate. 

Left untreated, they can put your job, your 
family, and your life at risk.

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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VICARIOUS TRAUMA 

• Seeing people get hurt 
and witnessing their pain

• Hearing the victim’s story
• Exposure to death and 

graphic injuries
• Injured, abused, or 

neglected children

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Burnout – physical or mental 
collapse caused by overwork or 
prolonged exposure to stress. 

BURNOUT

Signs & Symptoms:
• Cynicism and detachment
• Physical and emotional 

exhaustion
• Feelings of ineffectiveness 

and lack of accomplishment

If left untreated, burnout can result in poor job performance, impair family relations, 
and can develop into depression.

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Anxiety – excessive worry or concern, even 
when nothing is wrong or when the worry 
is disproportionate to actual risk. 

Signs & Symptoms:
• Restlessness
• Fatigue
• Impaired concentration or feeling that 

the mind is “going blank”
• Irritability
• Increased muscle aches or soreness
• Trouble falling asleep or staying asleep

ANXIETY

Seek assistance for any anxiety that is persistent or overwhelming.
 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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DEPRESSION – a common, but serious mood disorder 
that causes persistent feelings of sadness and general 
loss of interest.

SIGNS & SYMPTOMS (persistent for two weeks or 
more and can vary in severity):
• Fatigue or lack of energy
• Lack of interest or pleasure in activities once 

enjoyed
• Feeling worthless or guilty
• Disconnection from loved ones
• Social withdrawal
• Change in appetite with associated change in 

weight
• Despair and hopelessness sometimes leading to 

thoughts of death or suicide

DEPRESSION

Depression is treatable but requires professional intervention.
 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Depression can become a chronic condition and can affect anyone - but it 
is treatable:
• Between 80-90% of patients eventually respond well to treatment
• 1 out of every 6 adults will experience depression at some point in their 

life
• First responders have a higher than normal risk for developing depression
• Clinical evaluation and a physical exam are necessary to rule out possible 

physiologic causes of depression (e.g., hypothryroid function)
• There are many treatment options for depression

DEPRESSION

No two people are affected the same way by depression and treatment is 
based on the individual.

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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POST-TRAUMATIC STRESS (PTS)
• Post-Traumatic Stress (PTS) is a personal and 

individual experience. It is a normal reaction
following an experience that threatens or causes a 
loss of life.

• The majority of firefighters and EMS personnel 
will likely experience a PTS reaction during their 
career.

• PTS symptoms are self-limiting, usually self-
resolve within a short period of time, and usually 
do not impact the responder’s daily functioning.

Post Traumatic Stress 
(PTS) is different than 
Post Traumatic Stress 
Disorder (PTSD).

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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POST-TRAUMATIC STRESS (PTS)
Personal 
Self-Assessment:
Following a 
traumatic event, 
have you ever  
experienced one or 
more of the 
following symptoms?

❑ Replaying the event – which may include repetitive recollection of memories 
or thoughts surrounding the event, revisiting the event in dreams, or having 
flashbacks to the event

❑ Avoiding things that remind you of the event – which may include 
avoiding people, please or things that remind you of the event

❑ Experiencing negative emotions or thoughts – which may include 
misplaced self-blame for events that took place during the incident, persistent 
feelings of anger or guilt, difficulty recalling parts of the event, or feeling detached 
from others following the event 

❑ Feeling on edge – which may include feeling irritable, hypervigilant, 
experiencing poor concentration, increased sensitivity to daily stimulus, sleep 
disturbance, or experiencing an exaggerated startle response

Post-Traumatic Stress is a natural reaction following any 
traumatic event that threatens, or causes, a loss of life.  

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

  



Module I: Recognition of Behavioral Health Stressors 

First Responder Center for Excellence: 
Behavioral Health Awareness Training 19 

 

POST-TRAUMATIC STRESS DISORDER (PTSD)
What is PTSD?
• PTSD is a biological injury that can develop after a person has experienced or 

witnessed one or more terrifying events.
• PTSD is not a normal reaction to a traumatic event, it is treatable, but it does 

require clinical intervention.
• PTSD is diagnosed when an individual experiences PTS symptoms across all four 

categories of post-traumatic stress, that persist for a month or more and cause 
significant daily impairment.

First Responders have a higher than normal rate of developing PTSD 
because of the high rate of exposure to traumatic events.

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

  



Module I: Recognition of Behavioral Health Stressors 

First Responder Center for Excellence: 
Behavioral Health Awareness Training 20 

 

POST-TRAUMATIC STRESS DISORDER (PTSD)
✓ Replaying the event – which may include repetitive recollection of memories 

or thoughts surrounding the event, revisiting the event in dreams, or having 
flashbacks to the event

✓ Avoiding things that remind you of the event – which may include 
avoiding people, please or things that remind you of the event

✓ Experiencing negative emotions or thoughts – which may include 
misplaced self-blame for events that took place during the incident, persistent 
feelings of anger or guilt, difficulty recalling parts of the event, or feeling detached 
from others following the event 

✓ Feeling on edge – which may include feeling irritable, hypervigilant, 
experiencing poor concentration, increased sensitivity to daily stimulus, sleep 
disturbance, or experiencing an exaggerated startle response

PTSD is treatable but it requires clinical intervention.

PTSD is diagnosed 
when an individual 
experiences PTS 
symptoms across all 
four categories of 
PTS, that persist for 
a month or more and 
cause significant 
daily impairment.

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Left untreated PTSD 
can impair your 
ability to function at 
home and at work.

Without help 
everyone suffers.

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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SUICIDE
In 2017, 93 firefighters 
died in the line of duty.

In 2017, at least 103 
firefighters died by 
suicide.

It is estimated that only 
40% of firefighter suicides 
are reported.

Firefighters are more likely to die by suicide than in  the line of duty.
 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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• It is important to 
watch for and 
understand warning 
signs

• Supervisors must 
reassure employees 
that there is no stigma 
or punishment for 
seeking help

SUICIDE

National Suicide Prevention Lifeline 1-800-273-TALK (8255)
 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Warning signs include:
• Talking about wanting to die 
• Looking for a way to kill oneself
• Talking about feeling hopeless
• Talking about feeling trapped
• Talking about being a burden to 

others 
• Increasing the use of alcohol or drugs 
• Acting anxious or agitated
• Sleeping too little or too much 
• Withdrawing
• Showing rage
• Displaying extreme mood swings 

SUICIDE WARNING SIGNS

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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CONCLUSION

• We now understand the various mental health 
effects occupational stress can cause (e.g. 
Anxiety, depression, PTS, and PTSD).

• In the next module we will explore how to 
lessen the impact of stress by adopting 
positive coping mechanisms.

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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OBJECTIVES

▪ Define and recognize what constitutes a critical incident 
▪ Explore the stages of grief
▪ Present post-crisis strategies to limit emotional impact based 

on best practices
▪ Provide recommendations for positive stress management 

techniques
▪ Identify both nationally and locally available support systems, 

providers, and routes to access help 

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Critical CRITICAL INCIDENTS Recognition

Critical incidents are any incident that 
overwhelms the effective coping skills of 
an individual. Signs of critical incident 
stress include:

▪ Continuously replaying an incident 
▪ Nightmares
▪ Flashbacks
▪ Panic attacks
▪ Feeling unable to control your emotions

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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CRITICAL INCIDENT RECOGNITION

You may not 
realize you have 
experienced a 

critical incident

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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CRITCAL INCIDENT RECOGNITION
• It is important to 

realize and pay 
attention to the signs 
and symptoms in 
your friends and 
coworkers 

• Signs and symptoms 
may not appear 
immediately.

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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GRIEF

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Coping MechanismsCOPING MECHANISMS

A coping mechanism is an 
adaptation to 
environmental stress that is 
based on conscious or 
unconscious choice and 
that enhances control over 
behavior or give 
psychological comfort.

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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NEGATIVE COPING MECHANISMS

Negative coping mechanisms may include:
▪ Substance abuse
▪ Excessive eating, drinking, smoking, and 

/or caffeine intake
▪ Reliving/frequent reteling of the incident
▪ Avoiding others
▪ Excessive risk-taking
▪ Anger or violent behavior
▪ Overworking

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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IMMEDIATE POST-CRISIS STRATEGIES 

It is common to experience disturbing thoughts, 
images, and feelings for a few hours to several 
weeks after a traumatic incident. Taking immediate 
action may help you process the event in a quicker 
and healthier way.

▪ Make sure you are 
safe

▪ Take time for yourself

▪ Do a mental –health 
assessment

▪ Talk to people you love and 
trust

▪ Try not to isolate

▪ Seek professional help if 
needed

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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LONG-TERM POST-CRISIS STRATEGIES 

Long-Term Actions:
▪ Eat Right
▪ Get plenty of sleep
▪ Exercise
▪ Eliminate negative coping mechanisms
▪ Strengthen and grow your support 

network
▪ Make time for stress-reduction 

activities you enjoy
▪ Try new activities or find new hobbies

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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AVAILABLE RESOURCES

Help is available and can be tailored to meet your needs…
▪ Professional Help / Employee Assistance Plan
▪ Group Therapy including CISM / CISD
▪ Individual Therapy
▪ Peer Support Networks
▪ Clergy and Spiritual Resources
▪ Telephone & Web-based Support Groups
▪ PTSD Coach Mobile App (iOS & Android)
▪ Emotional Support / Therapy Dogs

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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EMERGENCY ASSISTANCE
Safe Call Now – 1.206.459.3020
• Staffed by trained first responders 24 hours a day, 7 days a week by first responders 
• Available for first responders & their family members
• Can assist with treatment options for mental health, substance abuse, and personal issues

Fire/EMS Helpline (also know as Share the Load) – 1.888.731.3473
• Run by the National Volunteer Fire Council

Copline – 1.800.267.5463
• A confidential helpline for US law enforcement members

National Suicide Prevention Lifeline – 1.800.273.TALK
• Staffed 24 hours a day, 7 days a week and available to anyone

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________
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CONCLUSION

• Unaddressed stress from critical incidents can have both 
immediate and long-term effects on your well-being.

• Be alert for the warning signs of critical incident stress in 
yourself and your peers.

• Make healthy coping mechanisms a part of your regular 
routine so that they are there for you when you need them.

• “Inoculate” yourself for future critical incident stress by 
building long-term resiliency. 

• Experiencing critical incident stress is normal but trying to 
manage those feelings without the assistance of others is 
exceptionally difficult.
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OBJECTIVES

• Recognize unhealthy coping mechanisms and high-risk 
behaviors

• Define addiction and substance abuse
• Understand that behavioral health challenges is normal 

and the first responder is not alone in their experiences
• Understand the importance of seeking professional 

help while also utilizing peer support networks
• Understand the role and resources provided by Critical 

Incident Stress Management (CISM)
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HIGH-RISK BEHAVIORS

Chronic
• Substance Abuse
• Compulsivity
• Anger
• Overworking 
• Isolation

Acute
• Impulsive Decisions
• Displaced or 

Exaggerated Emotions
• Reckless Behavior
• Acts of Violence
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SUBSTANCE ABUSE
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SUBSTANCE ABUSE

Substance Abuse – using 
substances, legal or illicit, in 
excess in order to cope with 
experiences, memories, or events 
that emotionally overwhelm them

Addiction – is a chronic, relapsing 
disorder characterized by 
compulsive drug seeking and use 
despite adverse consequences
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SUBSTANCE ABUSE

Substances that are commonly abused 
include: 
• Alcohol
• Prescription Painkillers (e.g., 

Percocet and Vicodin)
• Benzodiazepines (e.g., Xanax and 

Valium)
• Stimulants (e.g., cocaine)
• Hypnotics (e.g. Sonata and Lunesta)
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WARNING SIGNS

• Physical or psychological cravings to use the substance regularly
• Persistent or unsuccessful attempts to decrease or stop 

substance use
• Needing to take more of a substance over time to achieve the 

same effect
• Doing things you normally wouldn’t do to obtain a substance, 

such as stealing or lying
• Making substance use a priority over other responsibilities, 

including work and family
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WARNING SIGNS (cont.)

• Spending a significant amount of time taking substance, 
buying substances, or recovering from substance use

• Failing to fulfill major obligations at home, school, or work 
because of substance use

• Experiencing extreme mood swings and irritability
• Using substances in unsafe situations, including while 

driving or at work
• Hiding your substance use from others
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ALCOHOL ABUSE
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Photo Credit Paul Combs, Drawn by Fire  
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A focused study of career firefighters found 
that within the previous month:

85% reported drinking
56% reported binge drinking 

9% reported driving while intoxicated
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Alcohol Abuse

Chronic use of alcohol can have long-term 
unintended health consequences including:
• Gastrointestinal disease
• Increased risk of cancer
• Increased risk of mental health disorders
• Permanent brain damage
• Increased risk of dementia
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WITHDRAWAL

• Regular, long-term use of drugs or alcohol can 
result in physical dependency

• If substance use is suddenly stopped, the body can 
go into withdrawal.

• Withdrawal can range from mild, uncomfortable 
symptoms, to a life-threatening condition.

Medical professionals can ensure personal safety and 
lessen the severity of withdrawal symptoms.
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OTHER HIGH-RISK BEHAVIORS
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ISOLATION

• Isolation is not a positive coping 
mechanism

• A first responder dealing with the 
occupational stress may not realize 
that isolation is being used as a 
coping mechanism

Isolation can lead personal and professional problems as 
well as contribute to medical and mental health issues.
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ANGER

• Anger may be a natural 
reaction to a critical 
incident 

• Anger must be properly 
processed

• Uncontrolled or displaced 
anger can be damaging to 
you and others
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OVERWORKING

• Being a first responder is often 
very enjoyable and rewarding

• However, “getting lost in work” is 
not a positive way to deal with 
effects of stress accumulation

• Working too much can be a form 
of avoidance

• Overworking can lead to physical 
and mental health problems
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RESOURCES AND SUPPORT
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SEEKING SUPPORT

• Being a first responder will have 
effects on your mental health

• Unlike a physical injury, mental 
health issues may be difficult for 
first responders to recognize

• You are not alone in experiencing 
the mental health effects of 
being a first responder

Seeking support is a sign of 
strength and empowerment
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SEEKING SUPPORT

• Processing trauma is the 
first step towards staying 
healthy

• Knowing that you are not 
alone with the challenges 
you face at home or at 
work, brings hope and 
builds resilience in the 
unique life of a first 
responder.  

Seeking support is a sign of strength and empowerment
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PROFESSIONAL HELP  
• Mental health professionals provide a safe 

place to process your emotions and job-
related stress

• Support is given in a judgement free manner

• The mental health professional is there to 
listen, empathize, accept and encourage you

• They have specialized training and can help 
you develop positive coping skills

• Many departments have Employee Assistance 
Programs, chaplains, or referral servicesHealing doesn’t start 

until you are heard
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PEER SUPPORT 

• Can be formal – many 
departments offer peer support 
programs

• Can be informal – discussions 
with trusted crew members 

• You are not alone in how you 
may feel or the reactions you 
may have as a result of job 
related stress

Communicating your feelings helps to process and overcome trauma
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CRITICAL INCIDENT STRESS MANAGEMENT

• Lessens the impact of the critical 
incident

• Normalizes instinctive reactions 
to the incident

• Encourages the natural recovery 
process

• Restores the adaptive 
functioning skills of the person 
and/or group

• Determines the need for further 
supportive services or therapy
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FAMILY SUPPORT

• Families may have difficulty 
understanding what happens on the 
job 

• Most want to know how they can help

• Communication is key – simply sharing 
that you had a bad day can go a long 
way

• Allow them the opportunity to offer 
their support
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CONCLUSION
• Mental health is just as important as 

physical health

• Occupational stress and critical 
incidents affect the mental health of 
first responders

• It is important to recognize and 
address high risk behavior

• Developing positive coping 
mechanisms is vital

Seeking mental health support is a brave act that helps first 
responders feel better and allows them to better serve others  
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OBJECTIVES

• Perform a personal stress inventory
• Define and understand resilience
• Understand what contributes to Post-Traumatic 

Growth
• Review skills to strengthening interpersonal 

relationships 
• Review how other factors, such as positive 

personal choices can increase resilience
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CONDUCTING A
PERSONAL STRESS INVENTORY
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PERSONAL STRESS INVENTORY

❑Dread going to work
❑Headaches
❑Stomach issues
❑Insomnia
❑Chronic muscle tension

❑Working long hours
❑Apathy
❑Resentment
❑Irritability
❑Difficulty concentrating

Place a check mark next to each item you have 
recurrently experienced or related to over the last 
month:
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PERSONAL STRESS INVENTORY (cont.)

❑Making more 
mistakes than usual

❑Procrastination
❑Decreased 

productivity
❑Boredom
❑Disillusionment

❑Giving up on professional goals
❑Increased job-related conflicts
❑Exaggerated emotions
❑Use of unhealthy coping 

mechanisms
❑Suffering personal 

relationships
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PERSONAL STRESS INVENTORY RESULTS

Tally your score by counting the number of checked  
boxes on the previous pages and find your individual 
result below:
A Score of 5 of Less – indicates a low or manageable stress level
A Score of 5-9 – indicates an elevated stress level
A Score of 10-11 – indicates that you may be overly stressed
A Score of 12 or more - indicates a dangerous stress level that 
may be result in burnout
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RESILIENCE
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MENTAL HEALTH INJURY RISK FACTORS

• In-depth exposure
• Peritraumatic

distress
• Peritraumatic 

disassociation

Experiencing any of the above may put the first 
responder at risk for mental health injury

• Concurrent personal 
stressors

• Identifying with the 
victim

• Threat to personal safety
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RESILIENCE

Resilience is the capacity to 
recover quickly from 
difficulties or challenges.

Resilience is how well a 
person adapts to tragedy, 
natural disaster, health 
concerns, or personal/ 
professional problems.

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

  



Module IV: Building Personal Resilience 

First Responder Center for Excellence: 
Behavioral Health Awareness Training 80 

 

RESILIENCE

A resilient person is less likely 
to be derailed by traumatic and 
critical incidents.

Building resiliency helps 
individuals deal with, and 
recover from, traumatic events 
more quickly.
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RESILIENCE

• Prepares you prior to the 
emergency/critical incident

• Is a skill not a trait

• Requires individual effort 
and pre-planning 

Just as exercise increases physical strength, steps can be taken to 
strengthen yourself mentally as well
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WHAT INCREASES RESILIENCY?

• Focusing on the positive
• Identifying personal strengths & maintaining a positive 

self-image 
• Reducing external stressors
• Maintaining supportive relationships
• Setting achievable goals
• Adopting healthy coping mechanisms
• Improving communication & problem-solving skills
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POST-TRAUMATIC GROWTH
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POST-TRAUMATIC GROWTH

Emergency work 
can spur positive 

psychological 
growth, even 

when trauma is 
involved.
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POST-TRAUMATIC GROWTH

Factors that promote Post-
Traumatic Growth include a 
strong sense of:
• Compassion satisfaction
• Self-efficacy
• Collective efficacy
• Community belonging
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COMPASSION SATISFACTION

•The positive feelings generated by helping others
•Finding meaning in one’s efforts & challenges
•Fulfilling one’s potential
•Contributing to the work setting & the greater good 

of society
•Experiencing pleasure from a job well done
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SELF-EFFICACY

Increased confidence in self and abilities

Decreased performance-related stress

Improved cognitive mastery of events

Increased capacity to perform

Decreased traumatic stress symptoms & depression 
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COLLECTIVE EFFICACY

Collective Efficacy is the 
belief that a group can 
organize and execute 
actions required to 
produce an expected or 
desired outcome
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SENSE OF COMMUNITY

First responders often 
form their own internal 
community, while also 
playing an important role 
in the community they 
serve and protect.
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SENSE OF COMMUNITY

• The emergency 
services community 
is built on trust and 
reliance on one 
other. 

• Together, 
responders work to 
protect each other 
and get the job 
done.
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PERSONAL CHOICES 
TO IMPROVE RESILIENCE

 

NOTES: 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

  



Module IV: Building Personal Resilience 

First Responder Center for Excellence: 
Behavioral Health Awareness Training 92 

 

PERSONAL FINANCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

• Credit card & debt
• Acting in your own best interest
• Paying yourself first
• Emergency fund
• Don’t worry about keeping up w/the Joneses
• Budgeting 
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FINANCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

• Eliminate credit card debt
• Differentiate between ‘Wants” 

and ‘Needs’
• Pay yourself first
• Establish an emergency fund
• Keep a budget

Decreasing financial stress is an important step 
towards improving personal resilience.
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STRENGTHEN PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS

• Make genuine connections
• Ask for help
• Accept and offer support
• Practice empathy

Strong interpersonal relationships provide a solid 
foundation on which to build personal resilience
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STRENGTHEN PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS

5 Keys to Effective Communication:

1. Provide appropriate notice
2. Use “I” statements 
3. Employ the “Positive Sandwich” Technique
4. Provide Validation
5. Practice Mirroring
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POSITIVE LIFESTYLE CHOICES

Positive lifestyle choices can improve both your 
quality of life and your resilience to stress.
• Take time off regularly
• Do things that bring you joy
• Set boundaries
• Practice self-care
• Don’t let your job define you
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POSITIVE LIFESTYLE CHOICES (cont.)

• Listen to your body
• Get support
• Surround yourself with positive people
• Don’t aim for perfection
• Practice an attitude of gratitude
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MANAGING STRONG IMPULSES

• Know your triggers
• Pause before reacting
• Practice Mindful Breathing
• Keep things in perspective
• Choose to be positive

Managing strong impulses and emotions takes practice -
it is best to master this skill prior to a critical incident.
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CONCLUSION
• Resilience helps prepare you to respond to 

an emergency and helps protect you from 
mental health injury due to occupational 
stressors

• Resilience is a skill which requires effort and 
practice to maintain

• Reducing external stressors helps increase 
resilience to occupational stress

• Positive personal lifestyle choices can 
reduce external stressors and help to 
increase resilience
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OBJECTIVES

• Recognizing when a co-worker is in distress
• Responding to a co-worker in distress
• Review of communication techniques for peer 

support
• Crossing the line from peer to professional
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RECOGNIZING A CO-WORKER IN DISTRESS

You can be the 
“rapid intervention 
team” for a crew 
member in distress.
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RECOGNIZING A CO-WORKER IN DISTRESS 

Stress and trauma can 
impact any responder at any 
time. 

Untreated symptoms can 
intensify and evolve into:

• Depression
• PTSD
• Suicidal ideation
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RECOGNIZING A CO-WORKER IN DISTRESS 

Telltale Signs of Distress

• Poor sleep, chronic exhaustion
• Unexplained irritability or 

moodiness
• Alcohol/substance use
• Personal relationship issues
• Change in eating habits
• Vague physical ailments
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WARNING!!!
It may be difficult to 
convince a first 
responder that they 
need psychological 
help.  

RECOGNIZING A CO-WORKER IN DISTRESS 

There are ways to provide immediate support
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If your crew member 
were injured or in 

danger would you act 
to help save them?

RECOGNIZING A CO-WORKER IN DISTRESS 

You may be their most important lifeline
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RESPONDING TO A CO-WORKER IN DISTRESS

Dealing with Denial…
• Your co-worker may in denial of their own stress 

level
• They may be worried about the stigma of 

admitting their need for assistance
• They may be avoiding having to process issues 

related to unresolved trauma and accumulated 
stress 
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RESPONDING TO A CO-WORKER IN DISTRESS

A Foundation to Build on...

• Establish trust
• Find a good time to talk
• Create a safe space
• Come from a place of 

caring and concern
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RESPONDING TO A CO-WORKER IN DISTRESS
Show Your Support…
• Listen
• Be patient
• Be a positive influence
• Encourage time off
• Encourage healthy routines
• Reach out to family members Photo credit: Paul Combs
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FROM PEER TO PROFESSIONAL

In addition to peer support, 
professional help should be 
sought:

• ANY TIME the first responder 
expresses suicidal thoughts

• There has been no 
improvement in their 
emotional state after several 
weeks
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FROM PEER TO PROFESSIONAL

Yerkes-Dodson Stress Curve
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SELF-CARE

• Remember to 
take care of 
yourself

• Becoming 
overwhelmed will 
not help anyone
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CONCLUSION
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OBJECTIVES

• Understand that family members are often relied on to 
be the “first responder for the first responder” 

• Gain insight regarding the unseen stressors 
experienced on the job

• Understand how occupational stress can affect the 
mental health of members 

• Provide recommendations for fostering family 
connections 

 

NOTES: 
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THE FAMILY MEMBER EXPERIENCE

• Family members are 
often silent victims of 
the job

• Family members 
experience their own 
job-related concerns

• Family members 
experience vicarious 
trauma

Family members also feel the weight of the job.
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TRANSFER OF OCCUPATIONAL STRESS

• Unpredictable calls
• Conflicts with co-

workers
• Schedule changes
• Physical stress of the job
• Upsetting or stressful 

calls
• Major incidents
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FAMILY MEMBERS - THE SILENT VICTIMS

Family members:
• Watch from a helpless 

distance
• May lack adequate 

support mechanisms
• Are at risk for 

developing secondary 
Post-Traumatic Stress 
(PTS)

Families of first responders often receive little preparation for the emotional toll 
the job may entail.
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FAMILY CONFLICTS

Work within the emergency 
services can contribute to family 
stress by:
• Causing lost time with family
• Impacting relationships with 

children
• Create tension between you 

and your significant other
• Causing worry, anxiety and 

depression in loved ones
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OCCUPATIONAL STRESS ACCUMULATES

• Occupational stress does occur – especially 
when critical incidents occur

• Stress that starts on the job can affect the 
first responder.

• Stress that affects the first responder can 
affect family members.

• Affects of the unaddressed stress can 
accumulate for family members as well as 
the first responder.
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WARNING SIGNS – A TWO WAY STREET

• First responders and 
family members can be a 
lifeline for each other 

• They should be ready to 
respond to signs of 
occupational stress.

• It is important to identify 
and address warning signs 
without delay
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WARNING SIGNS – A TWO WAY STREET
Warning signs of mental health effects 
include:
• A loss of interest in things that once gave 

pleasure
• Feeling anxious, on edge, jumpy, and 

startling easily
• Sleep issues
• Changes in eating habits
• Problems with alcohol, drugs or food
• High risk behavior begins to emerge
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WHAT TO DO

In order for emergency service families to 
maintain healthy relationships, it is important to:
• Communicate
• Plan 
• Support
• Ask for help
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COMMUNICATING WITH PARTNERS

In addition to using the tools of effective communication, when 
engaging with loved ones it is important:
• To take time to connect before things go “bad”
• Show respect for your partner
• Allow them to express THEIR feelings about the job
• Listen to and validate their feelings, concerns, and frustrations
• Avoiding making promises that will be difficult to keep

Avoiding problems will not make them disappear.
 

NOTES: 
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COMMUNICATING WITH CHILDREN

• Avoid making promises that will be 
difficult to keep

• Acknowledge their feelings
• Be patient
• Keep them informed
• Not expose them to unnecessary trauma
• Provide them with additional support 

when needed

Children have very different abilities to understand 
and communicate based on age. With children you 
should:
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PLAN

• Establish a family calendar
• Have a back-up plan
• Establish routines
• Have something to look 

forward to
• Make time for your loved 

ones
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SUPPORT

• Have conversations in advance to 
determine what level of job-related 
detail your partner is comfortable 
with

• Maintain open lines of 
communication and provide 
notification when under stress

• Encourage engagement in physical 
activity or hobbies outside of work

• Just be there for each other
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ASK FOR PROFESSIONAL HELP

When is important to seek the help of a 
professional?

• Anytime suicidal thoughts are being 
verbalized

• Anytime your loved one exhibits dangerous 
or high-risk behavior

• If your loved one has little to no 
improvement to their overall well being for a 
prolonged period (several weeks or more)

Individual, couples, and family counseling can open the lines of communication 
and strengthen family bonds

 

NOTES: 
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CONCLUSION

• First responders face unique stressors as a part of 
their job-related duties

• Families of first responders have their own stress 
response as a result of their loved one’s job

• Families can increase their resiliency by working 
together to address and manage that occupational 
stress

 

NOTES: 
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