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A Firefighter Peer Counselor’s Three Questions 

By Jim Jeannette, M.S.W., RSW 

Reprinted with permission from SAMHSA, The Dialogue, 2014, 
Volume 10, Issue 4, p. 2-4.  
I worked as a firefighter with the Windsor, Ontario, Fire and 
Rescue Services for 32 years, retired as a captain, and also 
served as a police constable for some time. I currently counsel 
police and fire personnel, as well as members of the general 
public. The main focus of my work is with those who experi-
ence depression, anxiety, and posttraumatic stress, the com-
mon emotional responses to traumatic events. My favorite 
types of clients come to me motivated to change, saying, “Jim, 

I can’t live like this anymore. Help me fix this.” They often make a dramatic turnaround, 
sometimes in just one or two sessions. I credit three simple questions (and the client’s re-
sponses) with this level of success. 
 
Many significant events occurred during my career that affected my life, but two aspects of 
my career stand out. The first was that, with the exception of a few lulls, there were always 
fires, a significant number of injured people, and many fatalities. The other was that I was 
involved with the creation of Windsor Fire Department’s Stress Committee at a time when 
few firefighters would acknowledge that the job was stressful. Today, the program is called 
the Peer Support and Critical Incident Stress Team. As I reported to many fire calls, officers 
began to see me as wearing two hats: firefighter and counselor.  

The benefit for me was helping firefighters and obtaining firsthand experience at what we 
now call “critical incidents.” Over the years, our team learned not only about simple things 
that help responders, but also what not to do.  
 
One morning, I was called to talk with a family who had survived an apartment fire. The fami-
ly was panicked, according to the officer who asked for my help, but I did not normally coun-
sel survivors. Feeling somewhat unprepared, I boarded the Command Post bus where the 
father, mother, and teenager were sitting.   
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 A Firefighter Peer Counselor’s Three Questions (Continued from page 1) 

 
 

They all yelled at once, saying they did not want to talk to anyone and did not need counseling. They angrily 
shouted that they were never going into their apartment again. Not certain what to do, and a little shaken, I 
plopped down on the bench across from them. I was there to respect their wishes. I can honestly say that I was 
not trying to do “stealth counseling.” All I asked was, “So, what happened?”  
 
Twenty years later, I still open with that question, and it continues to work well with emergency services person-
nel. Don’t ask, “How are you feeling?” You will likely get a confused stare, because emergency workers have to 
keep their emotions in check to get the job done safely. And it’s likely that they don’t know how they are feeling, 
as their training requires that they instead focus on the tasks at hand. But they do know, for example, if their ap-
petites are off, if they are having trouble sleeping, or if they have been snapping at their spouses more than usu-
al. 
 
But back to the bus and the first question. “So, what happened?” For the next 45 minutes the family talked, 
sometimes in unison, sometimes individually. What I did very intently was listen and occasionally offer calm reas-
surance. As the story was told, voices quieted and breathing calmed, until the family seemed all but spent. They 
leaned in and began to talk quietly with one another. The mother finally asked if I would accompany them to the 
apartment so they could get some clothes. I agreed. 
 
When I later reflected on the event, I was surprised by the realization that one simple question could elicit such a 
strong response. I was also struck by the positive power of saying things out loud and how it can often diminish 
the negative power of fearful thoughts. 
 
The second question that I ask is, “So, what else is going on in your life?” Back when I was a rookie, when we re-
sponded to a house fire we pulled up and immediately began fire suppression. Later, with the implementation of 
the Incident Management System, the tactics changed. Now, the captain takes a minute to do a perimeter check 
to get a bigger picture of the event. Are there downed wires, gas cans against the house, or possibly a mother 
with her baby trying to climb out of a rear window? 
 
The question “So, what else is going on in your life?” is our psychological perimeter check. As clients review their 
life events, they are often encouraged by the realization that their depression or anxiety did not just show up for 
no reason. They become aware that extraneous events are affecting their lives at the same time that they are 
reacting to the traumatic event. This realization helps set the stage for prioritizing immediate concerns and be-
ginning to look at what coping skills might be most useful.  
 
The third question grew out of my own battle with anxiety about 26 years ago. My partner and I rode the back of 
the rescue vehicle on a consistent basis. We went from busy to insanely busy. The fires got worse and the num-
ber of fatalities increased. After a few months of this, an event occurred that changed my life. 
 
I was at work in the middle of the night, and the alarms kept sounding for one of the trucks. As each alarm 

sounded, I found it harder to calm down. When one final alarm came in, I sat up, short of breath, my heart 

pounding as if it was going to explode through my chest. I thought that I was having a heart attack. I walked 

around to calm myself down and realized that I just had a panic attack. I had developed an anxiety response to 

the alarms.           

          (Continued on page 3) 
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 A Firefighter Peer Counselor’s Three Questions (Continued from page 2) 

 
 

I never missed work, but I never dared talk about it there either. Having depression or anxiety is like being at 
the bottom of a dark hole. Many people think that when they feel better, they will climb out of the hole. That 
night, I realized that the action of climbing out of the hole would help me feel better. I began a regimen of using 
self-care techniques that proved to be successful in eliminating my anxiety. This brings me to the third question 
that I now ask everyone I work with: “What do you do to take care of you?”  
 
Often people reply, “Nothing.” Thus begins an education in self-care. I tend to focus on cognitive behavioral 
techniques, ranging from challenging cognitive distortions to changing destructive behaviors. Clients readily 
grasp techniques like focused breathing and mindfulness, and they eagerly come back to learn about adding 
new tools to strengthen and protect their mental health. 
 
The three questions, “So, what happened?”; “What else is going on in your life?”; and “What do you do to take 

care of you?” work best for me because of my experiences both as a firefighter and as a counselor. They aid me 

in facilitating help and self-care for colleagues and clients. 

 

Law Enforcement’s Toughest Beat 
 
Reprinted from the Correctional Oasis, Volume 3, Issue 12, December 2006 
 
Not a lot of people appreciate the safe environment we create for the public by keeping inmates in check, or 
the monies saved by avoiding lawsuits because we follow the myriads of laws we are governed by. First we have 
federal laws. Add to that State, county and local laws, and C.O.s end up being the most law-driven, most versa-
tile persons in Law Enforcement. A chameleon approach is ingrained in us after a while. We adapt, we survive, 
we rule, we bend, we get the job done, and we blend in with the environment. Everyone knows we are there, 
but no one knows where. No one sees us get the work done, and not a lot of people care if we do. 
 
When it is said, “Corrections is the toughest beat in Law Enforcement,” that is no exaggeration. Don’t get me 
wrong, street cops face danger every day, as well as probation and parole officers, as does everyone else who 
carries a badge—but their involvement is a constant. Someone breaks or “bends” the law a bit much and, once 
they are caught, it’s hook ’em, book ’em and lock ’em up. Pretty straight forward. Their next dealings are at the 
opposite sides of a table in court or, if not, it’s the “Let’s Make a Deal” court TV show. Either way, they have the 
option to run and get to a safe distance till help arrives. They have neat play toys—guns, pepper spray, batons, 
stun guns, tasers, the 12 gauge shotgun (my favorite), etc.  
 
We C.O.s can go as far as a wall. We need to take control of a situation in a very short time and with limited re-
sources. Generally, we’re outgunned from the get-go. C.O.’s deal with inmates one-on-one, face-to-face. We 
see the scams, rights, wrongs, personality flaws, strengths, and emotions of the incarcerated. A true Peyton 
Place, Days of Our Lives, you name the soap, and it is represented in jail.  
 
Yes, folks, we are a part of the law enforcement community. We are charged with protecting the staff, the in-
mates, the public and ourselves in a dynamic environment that changes on literally a minute to minute basis.  
 
Jail C.O. and Proud of It          
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  A Dangerous Place 
By Tom Olschner 

Reprinted with permission. 
 
A repeated saying in 12-Step groups is, “My mind is a dangerous place. I really shouldn’t go there alone.” When we try 
to “go it alone,” when we try to make sense of our lives on our own, we are condemned to see the world through our 
woundedness and fears. My joy as a therapist is that I get to reflect to people the wonder and beauty of their being. A 
client may come in to a session feeling worthless, angry, and unlovable. And my privilege is to hold up a mirror to that 
client and remind him or her of the evidence of their worth and loveliness as a human being. What I see time and 
again in my psychotherapy groups is that men open up their lives and share their deep sense of shame and inadequa-
cy. What is reflected to them by other group members is that while their behavior may have been selfish and short-
sighted, their true selves are of great value and beauty. Men come dragging their burdens of shame and leave with 
the wind of acceptance and respect blowing them to great heights of integrity, action, and love. 
 
Psychobiology is explaining to us what happens in the brain when one person shares ones shame with another. The 
shame-filled person is operating out of the “hot triangle” parts of the limbic system identified by Bessel van der Kolk 
of the University of Boston. This part of the brain stores the memories of neglect and abuse and equipped the child to 
erect a wall of defenses against being hurt again. The self-belief held in this part of the brain is: “I’m not good 
enough” and “No one will ever love me.” Shame is the engine of all addictive behaviors. But when someone “shares 
their shame” (their sense of worthlessness) what they get back is a reflection of their true and valuable self. The lis-
tener (hopefully!) responds via their own prefrontal cortex (PFC). The PFC is the part of the brain that “takes it all in.” 
We call it the “executive” part of the brain. That part of the brain is able to see all of the parts of our friend’s life: the 
good, the bad, and the ugly. The PFC can easily distinguish between the “good person” and the “bad behavior.” The 
shame-filled person who is getting feedback from a caring friend is, in essence, borrowing that friend’s PFC. 
 
My wife, son, and I recently did a kitchen remodel and so I found myself borrowing tools from various friends. It 

would have been silly to buy a tile-cutting saw when my friend was glad to loan me his. In a similar way, we need to 

be in the habit of borrowing our friends’ PFCs. “Could you loan me your prefrontal cortex and tell me what you think 

about….?” “Could you remind me why it’s not a good idea for me to drink/look at porn/work all weekend?” … Whose 

PFC do you borrow? What friends do you have that you invite to “speak the truth in love” to you? 

 More on the Critical Incident First Aid™ (CIFA) 
Earlier this month we launched the CIFA , an e-learning module for staff exposed to a work-
related critical incident. The CIFA is currently available in three versions—for corrections pro-
fessionals, police officers, and sheriff deputies road patrol.  
 

In a nutshell, the CIFA is a unique wellness resource that: 
 
 Offers emotional/social support to staff exposed to work-related critical incidents. 
 Delivers key information about critical incidents and potential effects in an easy to grasp, self-evident manner. 
 Provides a well-laid out sequence of information. 
 Gives potentially emotionally shaken staff several types of cognitive and behavioral strategies—stabilizing branch-

es to “hold onto.” 
 Helps staff sort out what they may be thinking and feeling, and what perspective to take for positive outcomes. 
 Provides consistency in the delivery of important information across staff and over time. 
 Provides a quantitative assessment of cumulative critical incident exposure. 
 Points to resources. 
 Points out the reality of positive growth following critical incidents, and the ingredients for that to happen. 
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 Corrections Fatigue Stories of Administrators and Supervisors 
 

At the beginning of Desert Waters’ signature course, “From Corrections Fatigue to Fulfillment™” (CF2F ) we share sto-

ries of corrections professionals of various disciplines, in order to illustrate aspects of Corrections Fatigue. Recently, 

we were asked if we could present stories of corrections administrators and supervisors, so that (a) individuals in 

those positions could relate to the material more through examples that may be pertinent to them, and (b) so that 

line staff could get a glimpse of what types of work-related struggles supervisors and administrators may experience. 

Thanks to contributions by Susan Jones and an anonymous administrator, we now have this compilations of stories. 
 

1. “When I came to work in corrections 25 years ago, I never imagined that the biggest threat to my safety in the 
community would be from my current or former employees.  As I worked my way up the ranks to the level of 
manager, I have had to deal with threats from employees that were serious enough to have the sheriff contact 
me personally on more than one occasion.  I am just trying to do the right thing and ensure that the employees 
conduct themselves in an ethical and legal manner and this is the thanks I get for it.  When I talk to my supervisor 
or co-workers about it, they all understand, but there is really little they can do.  The only real advice is that I 
should work with local law enforcement and carry a weapon everywhere I go.  I find myself really questioning my 
career choice and actions.  It would be easier to look the other way and not hold staff accountable.  To make a 
real difference in my feeling safe, I would have to quit my job and move.  I can’t believe this is the job that I 
worked so hard to attain.” 

2. “I always wanted to be the boss, no matter what job I was in.  I looked at their jobs and thought it looked easy and 
it looked like a great place to be.  Now, as the ‘boss,’ I just want some anonymity.  I want to be able to get grocer-
ies without having to hear about work problems.  By the way, no one ever stops me to discuss work successes.  
Very rarely do I hear about the successes or good things that happen – like a client making a huge positive 
change.  I have actually hidden behind produce displays to avoid someone in the store.  How did I get here, hiding 
behind the avocados?  I feel like I need to live way up in the mountains so that after work I can crawl into a hole 
to get a moment’s peace.”   

3. “As a supervisor, I am lonely.  I don’t have any friends, because everyone I know works for the agency and I have 
to distance myself from them.  This was a problem that I noticed after my first promotion, but since I promoted to 
captain, it has gotten worse.  Before, no one really cared about my perspective or tried to get the ‘inside’ scope.  
Now I see every interaction as them trying to find out some secret that I have about the plans of the agency.  The 
fact is, I don’t have any secrets, not really.  I feel ‘used’ for information.  I just want to be able to have a real con-
versation with someone without doubting their intent.  I don’t even try anymore.  Family and friends also contact 
me to find out the latest gossip of an event just because they know where I work.  I am an island. That is how I 
feel.” 

4. “We went through layoffs in our department and I was the bearer of the news.  It was awful.  I had to sit with indi-
vidual employees to tell them they no longer had a job, and it tore a piece of my soul out.  I cried all night for sev-
eral nights, because of course I couldn’t show any emotion during the process.  I know I have value, but I don’t 
know what that value is anymore.  I just want to retire and disappear.”  

5. “Balance, hah! That is the new catch phrase in our department.  They want our employees to disconnect and take 
care of themselves.  But, they also want me to answer every stupid email at all hours of the day and night.  I can’t 
remember the last time I exercised or had a moment to myself.  My body is revolting and I know one day I will be 
rolled out on a stretcher, not from an attack from without, but from within.  I feel like I am a ticking time-bomb.  
The only question is, will it be a stroke or a heart attack?” 
           (Continued on page 6) 
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Corrections Fatigue Stories of Administrators and Supervisors (Continued from page 5) 

6. “Though I don’t have an ‘official boss,’ I am the one who answers to everyone–the public, the State, the Court, the 
County Commission, Legislatures, accountants, etc.  I shield my staff from much of the politics involved so as to 
not increase their stress.  What I struggle with the most is their lack of reciprocated compassion, understanding 
and appreciation.  I am always looking out for the best interest of the staff. I go to the ends of the earth to be un-
derstanding of their personal and professional life challenges, and to do whatever I can within my given bounda-
ries to make them happy. It’s never enough. There are no ‘thank you’s’ for the times I have gone out on a limb for 
them. Instead I am showered with constant complaints. They forget I too haven’t had a raise, I fight every day for 
their best interest in caseload size, and I am forced to develop plans for the required changes issued by the 
State.” 

7. “Being the Director, I feel, is even more ‘lonely’ than middle management.  With middle management, you are 
still viewed as an ally to some degree.  Someone who understands the trenches, but is forced by upper manage-
ment to do things.  As the Director, you are the bad guy to line staff by the sheer definition of your title.  They 
don’t take time to learn who I am or what I am about—they see or hear the title and avoid me like the plague.  
New staff listen to the complaints of disgruntled staff rather than taking time to form their own opinions.  I can’t 
be friends with people I have the most in common with—corrections staff—because of my position.  The friends I 
do have outside of the office don’t understand my work, and why I am so high-strung or drained or why I have 
such a different worldview.  I also have to be careful with what I share on social media and who I can be ‘friends’ 
with on Facebook because of the job.” 

8. “I am constantly bombarded with problems that need to be solved.  My staff don’t understand how draining it is 
to deal with nothing but problems from the second I walk through the door until well after they have left for the 
day (though I have a family too).  Those ‘big bucks’ don’t equate to much when you look at the number of hours I 
put in.  Not many people are there for me to bounce ideas off of, vent my frustrations to, or who understand the 
stresses that come with my position.  Instead, it is expected I will just handle them because as the Director I have 
the answers to all life’s problems.  Friends and family also contact me for advice on how to handle problem situa-
tions.  I never unplug.  I can’t disconnect, even when I try.  During my son’s wedding, they actually sent a staff 
member to the reception to ask me to call the facility, because I wasn’t carrying my cellphone.  I miss the old 
days, without electronics.” 

 

Reader and DWCO Staff Input 
Reprinted with permission.  
I read the newsletter recently posted online and I was touched by this article: “Flavor of the Month.” It is powerful and 
most importantly, has some moral lessons that we the correctional professionals need in order to keep our profession-
alism, dignity, and family. As an author, I enjoy reading good publications. Thanks and keep up the good work.  
Anonymous Corrections Professional 
 
I am constantly sharing Desert Waters' work with people I encounter. Recently, I had a discussion about occupational 
fatigue in another profession. Following hip replacement surgery, I spent two rehab days in the hospital and had the 
opportunity to talk to medical staff who also do 24/7 work, just like many corrections employees do. This resulted in 
some pretty interesting conversations with the hospital staff about their fatigue as it relates to trauma, potential trau-
ma and workload. The most moving story was a young male CNA who worked ICU for 7 years until he couldn't take it 
anymore. The breaking point was treating an old girlfriend of his who didn't survive. He said, “I use the EAP a lot with-
out any embarrassment and tell everybody I work with to do the same thing.” He was astonished to find out that cor-
rections staff would sometimes demotivate each other about seeking help. He exclaimed, “Wow, if anybody needs sup-
port, you guys do.” I came away even more convinced that the concepts found in the Corrections Fatigue to Fulfillment 
course have universal and direct application. And, FYI, my follow-up rehab is going well. Resilience never stops! 
Greg Morton, DWCO Training Manager 
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  Women Working In Corrections 
By Anonymous Corrections Professional 

 

Previously printed in the Correctional Oasis, October 2006, Volume 3, Issue 10.    
 
Foundational  
1. Correctional professionals (who happen to be female) are a valuable organizational asset for male offender man-

agement.  
2. Offender manipulation is a risk for both male and female staff. However, female staff may be at greater risk and 

should have a “tool box” ready, full of strategies to defend against manipulation.  
3. Correctional Administrators should establish a professional culture where all staff and offenders are treated with 

dignity and respect.  
 
How?  
1. This begins with a well-designed and frequently reviewed/revised policy.  
2. Procedures within the policy should be easy to understand.  
3. Relationship with the agency’s investigative arm should be sound and practical.  
4. Training should be available, required and frequently offered. (High ranking administrators should be a part of 

training delivery.)  
5. Workplace culture should provide a system whereby all workers feel they can seek help and assistance.  
6. Female workers should early on establish a reputation for “bright line,” well-defined and solid professional 

boundaries.  
 
Career Development for Female Correctional Workers  
1. Experience in a male facility should be considered vital for diversity of experience.  
2. Female correctional workers should demonstrate they are highly-skilled. (Know the rules and follow them.)  
3. Know when/how to use appropriate discretionary decision-making.  
4. Have ideas and ability to follow through.  
5. Attain credentials.  
6. Establish standards of behavior both on and off the job.  
7. Expect to be tested.  
 
When You Are Tested, Will You Be Able To:  
1. Defend your actions?  
2. Place the agency in a position to defend your actions?  
3. Withstand the Denver Post test? (Media scrutiny)  
 
When in Doubt  
1. Work through the chain of command.  
2. Take the high road and do the right thing.  
3. Do not be pressured by peers or supervisors to disregard policies or reportable incidents. 

 

 
On Boundary Violations 
You can now read Dr. Susan Jones’ Ph.D. thesis, “A Portrait of Boundary Violations: Former Female Employees of Cor-
rections Who Have Established a Relationship With an Inmate,” in its entirety. According to the author, “(t)his study 
examined the process that permits a female correctional employee to develop a relationship with a male inmate” (p. 
iv). It was posted on the NIC Information Center’s Library on October 28, 2014.  
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Correctional Officers 
By the Old Screw 

 

And humankind said what will we do 
What to do with killers, rapists, people gone bad  

After a while when no answer came to man 
God decided he would make special people 

They would be firm but fair, loyal to each other 
They would be strong, honest and special 

They would see that people that did bad now did right 
Others would not understand them 

How they could go to work unarmed each day 
Put their lives on the line each and every day 

Not knowing if they would go home at shift’s end 
Go home to loved ones, family and friends 

They would be big, small, all races and beliefs 
It would be not how big they are on the outside 

It would be the special courage inside them 
Theirs would not be an easy life, cruel at times 

Bloody at times, very emotional at times 
Very special people and God would protect 

Protect as much as possible, watch over them 
But at times some would do their last roll call 

They would face it bravely, true to their calling 
Proud that they had done their duty, their jobs 

And I am so proud I was one of them, one of the special 
All the fine staff I have known, correctional officers 

 
 
 
 

DWCO 2015 CF2F Instructor Trainings 
 

The 4-day Instructor Training “From Corrections Fatigue to Fulfillment™” is schedule to be offered twice in 2015 at 
DWCO’s offices in Florence, CO:  

March 17-20, 2015 

October 6-9, 2015  

Maximum number of Instructor candidates: 12.  
The training is also offered at agency sites upon request. 
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Caterina Spinaris, Ph.D. 
Executive Director 

431 E. Main Street, P.O. Box 355 
Florence, CO 81226 

(719) 784-4727 
 

desertwaters@desertwaters.com   
 

http://desertwaters.com 
 

Contributions are tax-deductible. 

http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=2237 

 
 

In Memoriam 
Bradley Cink, PA 

EOW 11/20/2014 

USP Florence 

 
We are grateful for your tax-deductible contributions. 
Thank you for including Desert Waters in your giving. 

 
 

Individual donors: Anonymous donors, Paul & Karen 
Austin, TC & Joellen Brown, Colorado Combined Cam-
paign donors, Jeff & Connie Mueller, Kevin & Robin 
Rivard, H. Marcus Yoder. 
 
Business donors: Austin Automotive; Janice Graham, 
CPA; Elizabeth Gamache, Landshark Design. 
 

Special thanks also go to: Maren Arbach, Tyrone 

Brown, Maureen Buell, Daniel Craig, Gloria Fuqua, Daniel 

Kauleinamoku, Josh Klimek, Ted Sakai, Trish Signor. 

To increase the occupational,  

personal and family well-being of staff of all  

disciplines within the corrections profession. 

 
DWCO Disclaimer 
 

The views and opinions expressed in the Correctional  
Oasis are those of the authors and do not necessarily   
reflect or represent the views and opinions held by DWCO 
staff,  Board members and volunteers.   DWCO is not   
responsible for accuracy of statements made by authors.  
If you have a complaint about something you have read in 
the Correctional Oasis, please contact us. 

 

Quote of the Month 
I define connection as the energy that exists between 

people when they feel seen, heard and valued; when 

they can give and receive without judgment; and when 

they derive sustenance and strength from the         

relationship. 

~ Brené Brown 
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