
www.psglearning.com

TEACHING 
FIREFIGHTING 
IN 2024
Modern Strategies for Firefighter 
Safety, Tech, Community Risk 
Reduction and More

https://www.psglearning.com
https://www.psglearning.com


www.psglearning.com  |   2

3 Navigating the Evolving Landscape of Firefighting of 2024  
and Beyond

4 ‘Clean is the New Salty:’ Preventing Cancer in Firefighters Starts 
with Better Training

7 Modern Technology Has Created New Firefighting Challenges: 
How to Teach the Next Generation of Firefighters 

9 NFPA 1010: What Fire Instructors Need to Know 

13 Why a Focus on Mental Health and Communication Is Vital to 
Job Performance in the Fire Service

16 Enhancing Firefighter Safety Means Teaching Community  
Risk Reduction

TABLE OF CONTENTS

https://www.psglearning.com
https://www.psglearning.com


www.psglearning.com  |   3

Michael A. Smith, MPA, CFEI, is a 20-year veteran of the Lynn Fire Department in Lynn, Massachusetts, where 
he currently serves as the head of the Fire Investigation Unit (FIU). Prior to becoming a firefighter, he served in 
the United States Army as a Military Police Officer for eleven years.

In addition to his work with the Lynn Fire Department, Michael Smith has been a college professor since 
2012. He teaches an array of fire science, emergency management, criminal justice, and public administration 
courses at institutions such as Anna Maria College in Paxton, Massachusetts, Bunker Hill Community College in 
Boston, Massachusetts, and North Shore Community College in Danvers, Massachusetts.

Michael Smith has worked on several publications with the Public Safety Group, including Fire Service Ethics, Chief Officer: Principles and 
Practices, Third Edition, Fire Behavior and Combustion Processes, Second Edition, and Fundamentals of Firefighter Skills, Fifth Edition.

Throughout my 20 years of service, I have witnessed firsthand the 
profound impact the challenges and risks of firefighting can have 
on the lives of my colleagues and our community. As a young 
firefighter, I was eager to serve and protect, but I soon realized that 
the job demanded more than just bravery and skill. Firefighting 
is a profession that demands adaptability, resilience, and a 
commitment to continuous learning.

One of the most heart-wrenching experiences a firefighter may 
face is when a close friend and fellow firefighter is diagnosed with 
cancer. Seeing a friend struggle and the toll cancer took on him 
and his family was truly a wake-up call. It underscored the need for 
me to follow decontamination procedures, wear proper protective 
gear, and educate fellow firefighters about the long-term health 
risks associated with our profession.

My time in the United States Army and over two decades in the 
fire service taught me the importance of mental health support. 
The stresses and traumas we face as firefighters have a profound 
impact on our overall well-being. I witnessed several colleagues 
struggle with depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD), often suffering in silence due to the stigma 
surrounding mental health issues. I encourage creating a culture of 
openness, support, and resources within the fire service to ensure 
that no firefighter must face these challenges alone.

I also appreciate the critical importance of community risk 
reduction. By proactively identifying and mitigating potential 

Navigating the Evolving 
Landscape of Firefighting
2024 and Beyond

hazards, we can prevent emergencies before they occur. I work 
closely with our Fire Prevention Bureau, community leaders, 
and stakeholders to implement risk reduction strategies, such 
as installing smoke detectors in high-risk neighborhoods and 
providing school fire safety education. Observing the tangible 
impact of these efforts to reduce the number of fires and save lives 
has reinforced my belief in the power of proactive, data-driven 
approaches to public safety.

As the head of the Fire Investigation Unit in Lynn, Massachusetts, 
I watch as new technology revolutionizes the way we fight and 
investigate fires. Tools such as thermal imagers, drones, and 
hydrocarbon meters have become invaluable assets in our 
profession. These technological advancements have not only 
made us more efficient but also greatly enhanced the safety of 
firefighters by providing critical information before they even enter 
the scene.

These are just a few of the critical themes you’ll find addressed 
throughout this ebook. Public Safety Group has produced this 
resource to consolidate five of the most critical themes instructors 
can teach to today’s generation of firefighters.

As an educator, I’ve made it my mission to impart these lessons to 
the next generation of firefighters. I strive to instill in my students a 
deep understanding of the importance of safety standards, cancer 
prevention, mental health support, community risk reduction, and 
the use of cutting-edge technology in firefighting. I emphasize the 
significance of staying current with the latest standards, such as the 
National Fire Protection Association’s NFPA 1010: Standard on 
Professional Qualifications for Firefighters, which consolidates 
and updates the professional qualifications for firefighters. This 
standard serves as a comprehensive guide for training and 
ensures that firefighters are well-prepared for the challenges they 
will face in the field. 

As we navigate the challenges of 2024 and beyond, it is more 
important than ever for firefighters to embrace these critical topics. 
By doing so, we create a safer, healthier, and more resilient fire 
service – one that truly embodies the spirit of service, sacrifice, and 
dedication to the communities we serve.
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Firefighters are exposed to a range of occupational 
hazards that put them at a higher risk of developing 
cancer. In 2023, the International Agency for 
Research on Cancer classified the occupation of 
firefighting in Group 1, which defines firefighting as 
“carcinogenic to humans.” The list of ways in which 
firefighting exposes people to cancer-causing agents 
is long, according to the American Cancer Society.

One of the most significant dangers is the exposure 
to asbestos, which can lead to mesothelioma, a type 
of cancer that primarily affects the lungs.

Legacy homes and buildings often contain insulation 
and construction materials that use asbestos, and 
when these structures catch fire, the asbestos 
particles become airborne. Despite the presence 
of these ultra-fine particles, firefighters may assume 
their risk is minimal when they don’t see visible 
smoke or air pollution and remove their respiratory 
protection. This practice puts them at risk of inhaling 
harmful particles, which can lead to long-term  
health issues.

Another occupational hazard they face is the 
increased risk of developing skin cancer. Studies 
have shown that firefighters have a 34% greater 
risk factor for skin cancer compared to the general 
population. The nature of firefighting work exposes 

them to intense heat and harmful UV radiation 
from flames and other heat sources. This constant 
exposure to UV radiation increases the risk of skin 
cancer, making it essential for firefighters to take 
precautions to protect their skin.

Public Safety Group interviewed Joe Knitter, a retired 
fire chief from South Milwaukee, Wisconsin, who 
has made it his mission to spread awareness on 
how fire stations around the United States can help 
firefighters prevent exposure to cancer-causing 
agents during their careers.

Implementing Effective Preventive 
Measures in Firefighting Practices
To address the occupational hazards faced by 
firefighters, teaching prevention is key. One such 
prevention measure is the development and 
implementation of programs like the FACE program 
(Firefighters Addressing Cancer Exposure), which 
Knitter instituted during his career. The FACE 
program emphasizes the importance of respiratory 
protection and encourages firefighters to prioritize 

‘Clean Is the New Salty’
Preventing Cancer in Firefighters Starts with 
Better Training

  See what Joe Knitter, Fire Chief 
(Ret.) has to say in Expert on Cancer in 
Firefighters Weighs in on How to Teach 
Prevention
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their health by not 
breathing smoke or 
bad air. Firefighters 
are trained to assume 
that bad air is present 
until proven otherwise, 
and their respiratory 
protection should only 
be removed after the 
air has been tested and 
monitored.

In addition to respiratory protection, firefighters 
should follow proper decontamination procedures 
after firefighting operations. For example, as Knitter 
says, “Clean is the new salty.” This saying refers to the 
old idea that a firefighter whose gear is soot-covered 
from fighting a fire is an effective firefighter. In fact, 
a culture of heroics has surrounded the image of a 
firefighter with dirty, or “salty,” gear.

Knitter says that needs to change.

“We know how many fires people 
are going to, and we know the 
heroic and brave actions they take 
at those fires,” he says. “But the fact 
of the matter is those firefighters 
have to be thinking about their 
futures. An exposure right now may 
not rear its ugly head for another 5, 
10, 15 or 20 years.”

Firefighters should thoroughly clean their gear and 
equipment to remove any carcinogens or harmful 
substances that may have accumulated during 
the firefighting process. Regular gear inspections 
and maintenance are also essential to ensure that 

protective equipment is in good working order  
and can effectively shield firefighters from 
occupational hazards.

Furthermore, it is crucial to educate firefighters 
about the risks and preventive measures associated 
with occupational cancer. Training programs should 
include comprehensive information about the types 
of cancers prevalent among firefighters, the potential 
sources of exposure, and the importance of early 
detection through regular medical screenings.

Promoting Health and Safety 
Awareness in Firefighter Training 
Programs
Health and safety awareness should be a 
fundamental component of firefighter training 
programs. Firefighters should receive comprehensive 
education on the occupational hazards they face 
and the preventive measures they can take 
to minimize their cancer risks. This includes 
training on proper respiratory protection usage, 
decontamination procedures, and the importance of 
regular medical check-ups.

‘Clean Is the New Salty:’ Preventing Cancer in Firefighters Starts with Better Training
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Utilizing Advanced Technologies 
for Monitoring and Minimizing 
Cancer Risks
Firefighter training programs should also address 
the mental health challenges associated with the 
job. The stress and trauma firefighters experience 
can have a significant impact on their mental well-
being. By promoting mental health awareness and 
providing resources for mental health support, 
training programs can help firefighters cope with the 
emotional demands inherent in their profession and 
reduce the risk of long-term mental health issues.

Advanced technologies can play a crucial role 
in monitoring and minimizing cancer risks in 
the firefighting profession. For instance, the 
development of wearable sensors and monitoring 
devices can provide real-time data on firefighters’ 
exposure to hazardous substances. These devices 
can track the presence of carcinogens in the air, as 
well as monitor vital signs and physiological changes 
that may indicate potential health risks.

Furthermore, the use of robotics and remote-
controlled equipment can help minimize the direct 
exposure of firefighters to hazardous environments. 
These technologies allow firefighters to assess and 
combat fires from a safer distance, reducing their 
contact with carcinogenic substances.

Additionally, the integration of data analytics and 
artificial intelligence can enhance the effectiveness 
of preventive measures. By analyzing historical 
data on firefighter exposures and health outcomes, 
predictive models can be developed to identify 
high-risk situations and guide decision-making. This 
data-driven approach can help fire departments 
proactively address cancer risks and allocate 
resources more efficiently.

Importantly, Knitter says the only way to ensure an 
area is safe is through testing.

“You just don’t pull your respiratory 
equipment off when you think the 
coast is clear,” he says. “We have to 
prove that the coast is clear.”

Fostering a Culture of Wellness 
and Support within Firefighting 
Communities
Creating a culture of wellness and support within 
firefighting communities is vital for promoting 
firefighters’ well-being and reducing their  
cancer risks.

Peer support networks can be established to facilitate 
open discussions about the profession’s challenges 
and provide a supportive environment for firefighters 
to seek help and share experiences.

Furthermore, fire departments should foster 
partnerships with health care providers and 
research institutions to stay updated on the latest 
advancements in cancer prevention and treatment. 
Collaborations can lead to the development 
of tailored preventive strategies and the 
implementation of evidence-based practices that 
effectively address the unique risks firefighters face.

By fostering a culture of wellness and support,  
fire departments can create an environment where 
firefighters are empowered to prioritize their health 
and take proactive measures to mitigate their  
cancer risks.

‘Clean Is the New Salty:’ Preventing Cancer in Firefighters Starts with Better Training

https://www.psglearning.com
https://www.psglearning.com


www.psglearning.com  |   7

A city fire department receives an incoming call for  
a car on fire on the side of the highway. No problem, 
the department has responded to these calls  
before. They get to the scene, and they realize 
quickly the car is a Tesla, and the fire is coming from 
the battery compartment.

What do they do?
This is exactly the type of scenario authors and long-
time fire service professionals Alfred J. Rager and 
Jeffery Zolfarelli outline in a discussion on how new 
technology is changing the way fires need to  
be handled.

Lithium-ion batteries are highly reactive, and first 
responders must use extreme caution when an 
incident involves a lithium-ion battery in a vehicle, 
from an e-bike, or charging in a structure. Fighting 
these types of fires takes more time on scene, 
involves more water to extinguish, and presents a 
risk of reignition. Within a structure, these fires could 
impact egress for residents and firefighters. 

Zolfarelli, an expert on fighting fires of new tech 
materials, launches into a technical explanation as to 
why lithium-ion battery fires are so dangerous and 
difficult to fight—“The common way we fight these 
fires are with a dry chemical or large foam with Co2 
added,”— but ultimately comes around to the idea 
that instructors need to change how they teach 
firefighting in the classroom.

The second edition of Fire Behavior and 
Combustion Processes, originally developed and 
written by Raymond Shackelford, is perfect for 
instructors trying to convey complex chemistry to 
novice firefighting students.

“This book is designed for the 
basic firefighter recruit who’s 
coming in and has absolutely no 
idea about firefighting,” Zolfarelli 
says. “They can get themselves 
on the ground, get their feet wet 
and have a good understanding 
of fire chemistry and behavior.”

Additionally, the tools fire departments use to fight 
fires are changing quickly as well, says Rager.

Modern Technology Has Created 
New Firefighting Challenges
How to Teach the Next Generation 
of Firefighters

  See what co-authors Alfred 
J. Rager and Jeffery J. Zolfarelli 
say about how new technology 
is changing the way fires need 
to be handled.
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“In the book we talk about drones,” he says. 
“Whatever you can think of, you can use it for. Do 
you need a drone that’s the size of a small Cessna? 
Are you in earthquake country, and your comms are 
down and you need a temporary antenna?”

The book goes into some detail on this new 
technology, but these advances are key to fighting 
fires for one critical reason: “Drones don’t have 
limitations, and if you lose a drone, it’s not that 
expensive compared to losing a human life,”  
Rager says.

The book is full of detail, experiential issues,  
and key updates which follow the beloved 
Shackelford format.

“We’ve modernized it to what we’re dealing with in 
the 21st century,” Zolfarelli says.

Modern Technology Has Created New Firefighting Challenges: How to Teach the 
Next Generation of Firefighters
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The National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) 
standard NFPA 1010: Standard on Professional 
Qualifications for Firefighters represents a 
significant consolidation and update to the former 
NFPA key standards pertaining to the professional 
qualifications for firefighters.

As the new overarching standard on this topic 
under NFPA’s Emergency Response and Responder 
Safety Document Consolidation Plan (2024), NFPA 
1010 combines content from the previous NFPA 
1001: Standard for Fire Fighter Professional 
Qualifications (2019), NFPA 1002: Standard for 
Fire Apparatus Driver/Operator Professional 
Qualifications (2017), NFPA 1003: Standard for 
Airport Fire Fighter Professional Qualifications 
(2019), and NFPA 1005: Standard for Professional 
Qualifications for Marine Fire Fighting for Land-
Based Fire Fighters (2019).

This consolidation offers substantial benefits for 
the fire service by streamlining content, reducing 
redundancies, and making the standards more 
comprehensive, cohesive, and user-friendly.

Understanding the importance of NFPA 1010 
and how to effectively implement it will be critical 
knowledge for fire departments and training officers 
nationwide.

NFPA 1010 is a One-Stop Shop
One of the foremost advantages of NFPA 1010 is 
the extensive scope of professional qualifications 
it encompasses. The standard consolidates job 
performance requirements (JPRs) for:

	� Structural firefighters,

	� Driver/operators,

	� Aircraft rescue firefighters,

	� Marine firefighters, and

	� other specialty areas.

This eliminates the need to cross-reference various 
standards to ensure complete training.

NFPA 1010 offers a “one-stop shop” to equip 
personnel across these emergency response areas. 
The standard identifies core competencies and 
specific duties pertaining to each type of firefighter. 
This supports specialized training while also 
facilitating better coordination between the sub-
disciplines.

Another key benefit is NFPA 1010’s role in 
standardizing terminologies and methodologies 
across the fire service.

NFPA 1010
What Fire Instructors Need to Know

https://www.psglearning.com
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With content from various 
standards now integrated, 
the same tactics, protocols, 
and vocabulary can 
be applied universally 
for essential functions 
like SCBA use, rescue 
operations, hose handling, 
and incident management. 
Such consistency at the 
national standard level will 
improve communication and 
interoperability for multi-
agency response scenarios. 

Ease of Use
The consolidation under NFPA 1010 also streamlines 
accessibility and updates for the standards. 
Stakeholders now only need to reference one 
document that is on a synchronized revision cycle.

This is more convenient and cost-effective compared 
to individually accessing and revising the previous 
individual standards. Having content unified supports 
continuity and eliminates discrepancies in information. 
Updates may also be integrated systematically 
to ensure alignment across the various firefighter 
qualifications.

Rather than needing to revise multiple documents, 
new requirements and JPRs can be assessed 
holistically so that changes complement each other 
rather than inadvertently causing conflicts across 
different manuals.

The organization of NFPA 1010 facilitates user-
friendliness with JPRs grouped intuitively by firefighter 
type and responsibilities. This layout, along with 
consistent terminology, fosters quicker navigation and 
cross-referencing. The standard also utilizes improved 

formatting approaches like flowcharts to visually 
depict protocols, requirements, and decision points. 
NFPA’s online solution center likewise contains helpful 
training resources and supplemental materials to 
support working with and implementing NFPA 1010. 

Adaptability
A key emphasis in developing NFPA 1010 
was building adaptability into the standard to 
accommodate different department types, resources, 
and local protocols across the tens of thousands of 
fire departments in the nation. The qualifications 
framework remains rigorous regarding fundamental 
knowledge and skills but offers flexibility in how 
training officers structure programs to meet the JPRs. 
This ability to tailor training to department needs and 
environments while still upholding national standards 
is instrumental for practical implementation.

For specialized responders such as aircraft or  
marine rescuers, the standard enables departments 
to train personnel selectively based on their actual 
response roles.

NFPA 1010: What Fire Instructors Need to Know
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A firefighter can thus meet requirements strictly 
pertaining to structural firefighting without needing 
to be versed in additional disciplines they won’t 
encounter on the job.

This targeted approach ensures that personnel are 
qualified for their expected duties while avoiding 
information overload. With broader qualifications, 
for example, officer training, NFPA 1010 incorporates 
different levels based on the span of control and 
responsibilities the member will have.

This scalability helps avoid under- or over-qualifying 
personnel, which is safer and more cost-effective for 
training budgets.

Because NFPA 1010 consolidates and synchronizes 
much information that was previously disjointed 
across individual documents, these enhancements 
further support practical, real-world applications for 
different departments’ needs.

Emphasis on Safety
While improved format and user-friendliness 
certainly provide value, the paramount importance 
of NFPA 1010 is the direct impact it has on firefighter 
health and safety through qualifications that reduce 
risk. This includes foundational emphasis on fitness, 
preventing health events, and monitoring one’s 
readiness to operate safely in stressful environments 

wearing heavy gear. 
It encompasses 
situational 
awareness, 
communication, 
and working 
within an incident 
management 
infrastructure to 
minimize hazards. 
Requirements for 
properly donning 

PPE and SCBA, escaping from untenable conditions 
if trapped/disoriented, or dealing with device failures 
can be lifesaving.

The standard reinforces safety promotion as a 
cultural priority rather than just a policy or guideline. 
JPRs address analyzing response outcomes and near 
misses to identify lessons for improving tactics and 
avoiding recurrence. NFPA 1010 likewise requires 
investigating firefighter fatalities to inform prevention 
approaches and uphold the Everybody Goes 
Home® philosophy. When health or safety protocols 
need updating, NFPA 1010 can expedite these 
improvements through its integrated revision cycle.

With firefighter line-of-duty deaths still numbering 
around 60-100 each year, NFPA 1010’s promotion 
of skill sets, preparedness, and decision-making 
capabilities that reduce risk is essential.

NFPA 1010: What Fire Instructors Need to Know
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The standard’s holistic approach also contributes to 
longevity over the course of a responder’s career. 
This includes medical requirements and programs to 
help minimize physical or mental health issues from 
the strains of emergency work.

Implementation Planning
While the comprehensiveness of NFPA 1010 offers 
many advantages, its extensive scope also presents 
challenges for implementation. Transitioning  
training programs, manuals, and resources to meet 
updated JPRs requires thoughtful planning and 
resource allocation.

To significantly ease this process, fire departments 
should leverage the excellent new fifth edition 
of Fundamentals of Firefighter Skills. Public 
Safety Group has worked diligently with subject 
matter experts throughout the fire service industry 
to ensure that the new NFPA 1010 standard is 
woven extensively throughout the fifth edition to 
keep departments fully up to date. This invaluable 
textbook takes the guesswork out of whether a 
department’s training covers the most current JPRs.

NFPA 1010: What Fire Instructors Need to Know

Given the breadth of changes in NFPA 1010, trying 
to overhaul everything simultaneously would likely 
prove overwhelming and lead to gaps or omissions.

Staggering required updates can make the  
transition more feasible. This allows time for 
instructors to get up to speed on new content 
through train-the-trainer programs.

Coordinating with other regional departments may 
also offer economies of scale for rolling out programs 
to meet aspects of NFPA 1010.

Planning ahead is critical, given that the standard 
fundamentally updates qualifications across 
essentially every firefighter role. Utilizing the 
Fundamentals of Firefighter Skills, Fifth Edition, 
as a foundation will allow departments to build 
upon a curriculum already aligned to the 2024 NFPA 
standards for a turnkey training solution.
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Roosevelt Johns has seen it all. He’s been in the 
fire service for four decades. Currently, he is the 
Director of Chaplaincy for the Atlanta Fire Rescue 
Department, which means he’s heard it all, too.

His role is to support firefighters and their families 
during difficult times, but also joyous times, he says. 
Essentially, he is a highly trained and experienced 
firefighter and counselor embedded within the fire 
department.

“I’ve walked in the journey of a firefighter,” he says in 
an interview. I understand a pretty rounded view of 
what it means to be a firefighter.” 

It is widely understood that firefighters face 
numerous challenges in their profession that can 
have a significant impact on their mental health. 
The nature of their work exposes them to traumatic 
events, including witnessing accidents, injuries, and 
even death.

These experiences can lead to post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) and other mental health issues. 
Additionally, firefighters often work long hours and 
irregular schedules, facing high levels of physical 
and mental stress. These factors can contribute to 
increased anxiety, depression, and substance abuse 
among firefighters.

What is not yet known is the widespread emergence 
of firehouses creating a culture of support.

Watch our interview with Chaplain Johns to  
learn more about how creating a culture of 
communication on mental health issues starts at the 
top in the fire service.

Impact of Mental Health on 
Performance
Firefighters who are struggling with mental health 
issues may experience difficulties in making 
decisions, maintaining focus, and reacting quickly to 
emergencies. These challenges can increase the risk 
of errors and accidents, putting both firefighters and 
the public at risk.

Johns says there is another issue facing firefighters 
today: Firefighters are facing more calls than ever. 
Though the number of calls dipped during 2020 
at the height of the COVID pandemic, they have 
increased every year before and since.

Why a Focus on Mental Health 
and Communication Is Vital to Job 
Performance in the Fire Service

  See what Roosevelt Johns, Director of 
Chaplaincy has to say about Why a Focus 
on Mental Health and Communication Is 
Vital to Job Performance in the Fire Sevice
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“Nowadays, firefighters don’t 
really have the time to debrief or 
rebound before the next call,” he 
says. “They’re constantly being 
inundated with tragedy.”

Benefits of Seeking Mental Health 
Support
Johns says it’s not out of the ordinary for a brand-new 
recruit to see a dozen such calls his or her first month 
on the job.

“That’s a lot for a brand-new person to embrace early 
on in their career,” he says.

Johns adds that what makes matters worse is that 
firefighters are cautious when it comes to discussing 
their mental health. They’re typically afraid of being 
labeled or judged if others find out.

“Is this stigma real and is it true? Absolutely it is,”  
he says.

But seeking mental health support is crucial 
for firefighters to maintain their well-being and 
performance. This starts at the top.

Johns says he tries to break through to firefighters in 
his department through transparency.

“If I’m able to let them know honestly how I feel and 
how I’ve felt related to some of the things that I’ve 
seen, it tends to give them a perspective that, ‘Maybe 
I can talk about this and it not be harmful in doing 
so,’” he says.

He urges fire leaders to do the same. These are the 

people, after all, who have the tenure, stories, and 
experience to be able to share.

By talking to someone, firefighters can receive 
the necessary support and resources to cope with 
the challenges they face. This also can include 
counseling, therapy, peer support programs, and 
access to mental health professionals who specialize 
in working with first responders.

Engaging in mental health support can help 
firefighters develop healthy coping mechanisms, 
reduce the impact of traumatic events, and improve 
their overall resilience. It can also provide a safe 
space for firefighters to discuss their experiences and 
emotions, leading to a stronger support network and 
sense of camaraderie within the fire service.

Strategies for Implementing 
Mental Health Support Programs: 
Get to the Firefighters Early in 
Their Careers
Johns says that impressing upon new recruits that he 
is there to support them is key to the success of his 
program.

Why a Focus on Mental Health and Communication Is Vital to Job Performance 
in the Fire Service
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“I’ll get called in even before a person hits the field,” 
he says. “This is so that we can help them navigate 
the work and set the tone for the future.”

It is essential to create a culture that prioritizes 
mental health and destigmatizes seeking help. This 
can be achieved through awareness campaigns, 
training programs, and open discussions about 
mental health. Fire service leadership should actively 
promote and encourage the utilization of mental 
health resources.

Additionally, providing easy access to mental  
health services is crucial. This can include 
establishing partnerships with mental health 
organizations, offering confidential counseling 
services, and integrating mental health professionals 
into the fire service. Regular check-ins and mandatory 
mental health assessments can also help identify 
early signs of distress and ensure firefighters receive 
timely support.

Appealing to Today’s Generation Is 
Different for Fire Leadership
The good news for fire leaders looking to implement 
a counseling program is that today’s generation is 
more open to seeking mental health care, according 
to Johns.

“You’ve probably heard the terms, 
‘Suck it up!’ ‘Toughen up!’ ‘You’ll 
get over this!” Johns says. “This 
is the kind of guidance we were 
given coming through. That’s no 
longer the case.”

Johns’ program is working in Atlanta. But he doesn’t 
do it alone. Atlanta has a peer support team, and 
other departments are bringing peer support  
teams on. He sees this as a big first step toward 
widespread acceptance.

Johns deeply believes in this work. He says it is  
not straightforward, but incredibly necessary in the 
fire service.

“You may not always need a chaplain, you may 
not always need a clinician, but you certainly need 
someone you can talk to in confidence about your 
current experiences,” he says.

Why a Focus on Mental Health and Communication Is Vital to Job Performance 
in the Fire Service
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Picture a small suburban town that has a popular 
lake. The lake is used for recreation in warm-weather 
months. That town’s fire department has a station 
within the district of the town’s lake, and its  
staff have had to report multiple drownings over  
the years.

Responding to drownings is just part of the job of fire 
and emergency personnel. Isn’t it?

Beverley Walker, author of Community Risk 
Reduction, Principles and Practice, and longtime  
fire and emergency services training instructor, says, 
not necessarily.

She worked in the fire service at a town where 
the above scenario was a real problem. She and 
her team decided to take a deep look at the data. 
They asked important questions such as, “How old 
are the victims? Do they live here or are they from 
neighboring or distant communities?”

“It was people coming to visit that lake, not 
necessarily people from the county,” she said in an 
interview, “but also, it was the 20 to 30-year-old, 
whereas it wasn’t kids.”

Once she had determined who was drowning, her 
department established a program to prevent the 

drownings before they happened. They produced 
communications materials aimed at the target 
demographic in English and other languages. They 
had life-jacket loaner stations built for easy use. They 
had a marine rescue boat on the lake with trained 
staff. They even had an enforcement component in 
partnership with local law enforcement.

“It was a very targeted and focused approach,”  
she said.

This—and much more—is Community Risk Reduction 
(CRR). 

Understanding Community Risk 
Reduction
As defined in NFPA 1300, Standard on Community 
Risk Assessment and Community Risk Reduction 
Plan Development, CRR is a process to identify and 
prioritize local risks, followed by the integrated and 
strategic investment of resources to reduce their 
occurrence and impact.

Enhancing Firefighter Safety Means 
Teaching Community Risk Reduction

  See what Beverley Walker, Author of 
Community Risk Reduction: Principles 
and Practice has to say about why you 
should teach CRR to your fire students, 
and how it’s not just a best practice, it 
saves lives.
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Put another way, CRR is a proactive approach in 
firefighting that focuses on identifying and mitigating 
potential risks within communities. It involves 
analyzing data, conducting assessments, and 
developing strategies to prevent emergencies and 
minimize the impact of incidents.

By understanding the specific risks faced by a 
community, firefighters can effectively allocate 
resources and implement targeted measures to 
reduce the likelihood and severity of emergencies. 
This approach goes beyond the traditional reactive 
firefighting methods and emphasizes prevention  
and preparedness.

Understanding CRR involves studying various factors, 
such as the demographics, geography, infrastructure, 
and historical incident data of a community. This 
information helps firefighters identify areas of 
vulnerability and prioritize their efforts to address the 
most significant risks.

“It allows us to adapt to an issue that may be on the 

uprise in our community or all of a sudden pops up 
and has the attention of the public,” Walker says.

Additionally, Walker says many departments have 
CRR as part of their mission statements.

Identifying the Benefits of 
Community Risk Reduction
The first thing Walker will tell you is that CRR is not 
just about prevention.

“It is about involving the 
community and integrating within 
the community to help meet their 
needs,” she says.

CRR offers several benefits for both firefighters and 
the communities they serve. Firstly, it enhances 
firefighter safety by reducing the frequency and 
severity of incidents. By implementing preventive 
measures and raising awareness about potential 
risks, firefighters can minimize their exposure to 
dangerous situations.

Additionally, CRR improves the overall safety 
and well-being of community members. By 
identifying and addressing risks, firefighters can 
prevent emergencies, protect lives and property, 
and promote a safer environment. This proactive 
approach also helps in reducing the economic 
impact of incidents by minimizing property damage 
and the need for costly emergency response efforts.

Furthermore, CRR strengthens community resilience 
and fosters partnerships between firefighters, other 
public service agencies, and community members. 
By engaging with the community and involving them 

Enhancing Firefighter Safety Means Teaching Community Risk Reduction
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in risk reduction initiatives, trust and collaboration 
are built, creating a supportive network that can 
effectively respond to emergencies and recover  
from incidents.

Teaching Community Risk 
Reduction Strategies
Teaching CRR strategies requires a systematic 
approach that involves collaboration between 
firefighters, community stakeholders, and 
local authorities. It begins with conducting a 
comprehensive risk assessment to identify the 
specific hazards and vulnerabilities present in  
the community.

Based on the assessment 
findings, strategic plans and 
programs are developed 
to address the identified 
risks. These may include 
initiatives such as fire 
prevention education, 
smoke alarm installations, 
community emergency 
response training, and 
targeted inspections of 
high-risk properties.

Furthermore, CRR strategies 
involve leveraging 
technology and data-driven 

approaches. Advanced analytics and predictive 
modeling can help identify trends, patterns, and 
emerging risks, enabling firefighters to allocate 
resources efficiently and prioritize interventions.

Continuous evaluation and adaptation of strategies 
are essential to ensure their effectiveness. Regular 
reviews of incident data, community feedback, and 

performance metrics help refine and improve CRR 
efforts, making them more responsive to changing 
risks and community needs.

Engaging the Community in Risk 
Reduction Initiatives
Engaging the community is a crucial aspect of CRR. 
By involving community members in risk reduction 
initiatives, firefighters can empower them to take  
an active role in their own safety and the safety of 
their neighbors.

Community engagement can take various forms, 
including educational programs, public awareness 
campaigns, and community events. These initiatives 
aim to educate community members about potential 
risks, promote preparedness, and encourage 
proactive measures to reduce those risks.

Furthermore, partnerships with community 
organizations, schools, businesses, and other 
stakeholders can greatly enhance the effectiveness of 
risk reduction efforts. By working together, resources 
can be pooled, and a collective approach can be 
adopted, leading to more comprehensive and 
sustainable risk reduction strategies.

Enhancing Firefighter Safety Means Teaching Community Risk Reduction
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Engaging the community also 
fosters a sense of ownership 
and responsibility, creating a 
culture of safety and resilience. 
When community members 
are actively involved in risk 
reduction, they become 
valuable allies in responding to 
emergencies and supporting 
the firefighting efforts.

Measuring the Effectiveness of 
Community Risk Reduction
Measuring the effectiveness of CRR is essential to 
ensure that efforts are yielding the desired outcomes 
and to identify areas for improvement. Various 
metrics and indicators can be used to evaluate the 
impact of risk reduction initiatives.

Incident data analysis is a key component of 
measuring effectiveness. By comparing incident rates 
and severity before and after the implementation of 
risk reduction strategies, the impact on emergency 
response can be assessed. Additionally, tracking the 
number and success rate of preventive measures, 
such as smoke alarm installations or fire safety 
inspections, provides valuable insights into the 
effectiveness of those interventions.

Surveys and feedback from community members can 
also gauge the effectiveness of risk reduction efforts. 
By assessing community awareness, preparedness 

levels, and perceptions of safety, firefighters can 
identify gaps and tailor their strategies to address 
specific needs.

Regular evaluations and continuous improvement are 
vital in CRR. By analyzing data, seeking community 
input, and monitoring outcomes, firefighters 
can refine their approaches and ensure that risk 
reduction efforts remain relevant and impactful.

“It’s cost-effective, there’s real 
value in it,” Walker says.

She adds, though, that implementing CRR may  
involve a culture shift in terms of what it means to be 
a firefighter.

“We may have signed up to fight fire, but I didn’t  
sign up for the death and injuries that occur as result 
of a hostile fire, and I don’t think I’ve done my job 
when that happens,” she says. “If our job is to save 
lives and protect property, then when there’s a fire, 
we’ve failed.”

Enhancing Firefighter Safety Means Teaching Community Risk Reduction
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