
It is not uncommon for firefighters to experience anxiety,
depression, burnout, post-traumatic stress disorder, and addiction. 

Repeated stressful or traumatic events can have a cumulative
effect on your wellbeing.
Up to 33% of firefighters and emergency medical responders
will experience clinical symptoms of Post Traumatic Stress
(PTS).
The COVID-19 pandemic has added onto the existing
challenges first responders face.

Know the signs and how to support your crew (videos).
Programs with a peer-to-peer component can effectively help
firefighters manage traumatic events. Talking to another firefighter
about what's on your mind can be a good first step in coping with
stress.
Regularly engage in good stress management habits, like 

Getting enough sleep 
Taking care of your physical health (eat well, exercise and drink
plenty of water), and
Asking for help when you need it.

Check out the expanded 'Resources' section on page 4 for more
information and free resources.

 MENTAL HEALTH IN THE FIRE SERVICE
 

CAPS began in 2019 as a pilot
study with the NJ Toms River
Fire Department with funding
from Robert Wood Johnson
Barnabas Health and the
Rutgers Cancer Institute of NJ.
In 2021, with additional funding
from FEMA, CAPS is expanding
to partner with other volunteer
fire departments in NJ and other
parts of the US.

The "Firefighter Cancer Assessment
& Prevention Study" (CAPS) is a
partnership between public health
researchers and the fire service.

The goal of CAPS is to characterize
cancer risk factors and prevention
activities in volunteer firefighters.

CAPS also hopes to use this
information to improve firefighters'
health by reducing their cancer-
related disability and death.

CAPS is a partner of the "Fire
Fighter Cancer Cohort Study"
(FFCCS) to help volunteer
firefighters get involved in this
important research.
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Is all the talk about cancer stressing you out? 
Not only do firefighters have to manage the challenge of a physically

and emotionally taxing job, but the added fear of cancer or burden of a
cancer diagnosis can be overwhelming. It's important for firefighters to

continually support their mental as well as physical health.
 

The "Fire Fighter Cancer Cohort
Study" (FFCCS) is a 30-year
FEMA-funded study of firefighters
focused on understanding cancer-
causing exposures, their effects,
and cancer prevention.

Learn more at www.ffccs.org

WHAT  IS  CAPS?

WHAT  IS  THE  FFCCS?
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Mental Health Awareness

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=83yw0G8ubUQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OOdX0GgO7zY
http://www.ffccs.org/


MENTAL  HEALTH  MATTERS
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Are you
ok? Not

really...

Gloucester County Fire Chief and Cancer Survivor
An interview with Chief Ferriola

CAPS: Given what we know about increased cancer risk among firefighters, prevention is
extremely important. What is important for volunteer firefighters to understand about this
and how can we start conversations about these health risks and work toward prevention?

CF: "We're not untouchable...it [cancer] is happening to us. You've gotta have
people in leadership to reach out and have these conversations....We have an
obligation to fight fires, but we have to do it cautiously, and we have to learn.
The educational piece is number one."

CAPS: A lot of people can be reluctant to talk about their own stress and mental
health. How can someone reach out to a firefighter who seems to need some help?

CF: "When it comes to their [firefighters' own] treatment, it's different, it's
embarrassing, but we have to get that support system and open up....Assure
them it's going to be confidential. That don't make you weak or less of a man
or woman to ask for help....If you hold it all in and let that boil inside you,
you're in trouble."

CAPS: Many firefighters want to know how they can support a fellow firefighter who
is diagnosed with cancer. Having been in this situation, can you share your
experience and what made a difference?

CF: "The support was overwhelming when I went through my battle. Having the
support system is probably the most important thing you can have when you
go through an issue like that. There is a state of depression, of what if the
treatment doesn't work? Having that support system is number one."

 



Ask the Expert
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Derrick L. Edwards, PhD, LPC-MHSP is a Tennessee Licensed Professional
Counselor – Mental Health Service provider. He received his Master’s degree from
Tennessee Technological University (2011), and a Doctoral degree from Trevecca
Nazarene University (2016). Dr. Edwards is a full-time faculty member at TTU in
addition to his clinical practice. Dr. Edwards served 10 years as a firefighter in

Putnam County, TN, and is licensed as an Advanced EMT. Dr. Edwards also serves
on the Technical Advisory Board of CAPS.

CAPS: What are mental health red flags firefighters should watch for?

Behavior Change: When the station cut-up goes silent or the quiet
professional becomes chatty.
Missing Shifts: Don’t be alarmed if your colleague takes a scheduled vacation,
but be weary of unscheduled call-outs. For volunteers, this often looks like a
string of missed calls.
Increased Substance Use: Increasing the amount of alcohol or other
substances is always a red flag and typically associated with attempts to cope.
Home Life: Sudden breakdown of well-established relationships with spouse
or significant other.
Sickness: As our bodies cope with stress there is a rise and subsequent fall in
our immune system making us more prone to illness.
Anger: Don’t look at the person you’re thinking of! I can assure you this will
make things worse. Anger is our limbic system’s “go-to” emotion when we
feel overwhelmed by stress.

“Alright, let’s make an interior attack!” “Deploy the master stream and protect
exposures!” We learn a lot about a fire when arriving on scene simply by reading
the smoke. However, we are often ill prepared to recognize levels of danger within
our crew. Stress is REAL, and all too often we lose great firefighters because we
never learned to read the “smoke of burnout”. So let’s have a quick preplan, and
learn 6 clear warning signs that your brother, sister, or self may be in trouble.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

If you recognize one or more of these in your colleagues don’t be afraid to have a
private check-in. Remember, people tend to become more genuine in the presence
of genuine concern. Explain that you have seen these signs and that you are
sincere. It may be as awkward as a front yard decon, but you may save a career or
even a life. 



NVFC's Share the Load program resources are a great starting point for departments and
members to implement best practices and find support.
IAFF HERO Act Fact Sheet
IAFF Suicide Postvention SOP
The Heroes Health Initiative App connects first responders with available resources
Consider an online class designed to help volunteer firefighters find the right balance and
manage stress.
Attend the National Fire Service Behavioral Health Symposium, a free virtual event taking
place from May 24 - 27, 2021. Register HERE. The event flyer is on the next page.
Find a behavioral health specialist with experience counseling firefighters on NVFC's guide.
If you or someone you know needs urgent help, you can contact:

NVFC Confidential Fire/EMS Helpline: 1-888-731-FIRE (3473)
National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 1-800-273-8255 (or chat online)
National Helpline: 1-800-662-HELP (4357) 
Crisis Text Line: text HOME to 741741

         *Images and data sourced from links above.
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Click on the links below to learn more.
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RESOURCES

QUESTIONS  ABOUT  CAPS?
C O N T A C T  U S  T O D A Y  C A P S @ S P H . R U T G E R S . E D U

UPCOMING  EVENT                           RECRUITMENT  UPDATES

We've currently
recruited 161 out
of our goal of 300
New Jersey
volunteer
firefighters to
participate in
CAPS. Thanks to
all the CAPS
participants!

Click here to register!

https://www.nvfc.org/programs/share-the-load-program/
https://www.nvfc.org/share-the-load-resources/
https://www.iaff.org/wp-content/uploads/Legislative_Issues/42112_UPDATED_Mental_Health_Fact_Sheet.pdf
https://www.iaff.org/suicide-postvention-sop/
https://heroeshealth.unc.edu/
https://virtualclassroom.nvfc.org/products/stress-life-management-finding-your-life-balance-as-a-volunteer
https://web.cvent.com/event/4aa000e5-3850-4f47-82b2-97c9f7ad3e0b/summary?rp=00000000-0000-0000-0000-000000000000
https://www.nvfc.org/phfd/#toolkit
https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/
https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/
https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/national-helpline
https://www.crisistextline.org/text-us/
https://web.cvent.com/event/4aa000e5-3850-4f47-82b2-97c9f7ad3e0b/summary?rp=00000000-0000-0000-0000-000000000000

