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Most of the time, we are our own worst enemies. What follows is the 
story of one such unfortunate soul named Barry. On the surface, 
it appeared Barry had exceeded all expectations of a good life. 

Despite his below-average physical appearance, Barry had found a mate who 
married him and produced multiple offspring with him. He was a member of 
our fire department, which made him fortunate in an occupational sense. Barry 
had barely graduated from high school, but 10 years later he earned as much 
driving a fire engine as most lawyers. Barry’s most significant organizational 
achievement, however, was parlaying his ability to cook into a permanent spot 
at his favorite firehouse. This is where he earned the name “Barry Butter.” 

Barry was an excellent engineer. He performed well at all types of incident 
scenes, and his apparatus was always clean and ready to go on calls. He drove 
safely and never ran out of water. But because he brushed his mushrooms 
to clean them (as opposed to washing them), took hours to prepare a meal 
and used too much butter, he was credited with being a better cook than he 
was. Barry thought of himself as the Emeril of the Phoenix Fire Department. 
The members of the station were okay with this because Barry handled the 
cooking every time it was his company’s turn, and no one on the other crew 
knew how to cook bacon. (They somehow managed to burn one half of a 
piece of bacon while the other half remained raw.)

Barry’s Achille’s heel was the fact that he was a bully. His No. 1 work-
related pastime was lording over the department’s newest firefighters. 
Barry worked on an engine company where a probationary firefighter 

served as the fourth member of the crew. Every three months, the probation-
ary firefighters would rotate their assignments, which provided Barry with four 
fresh probationary firefighters every year. Probation lasted a year, and new fire-
fighters had no civil-service review for discipline, which meant new firefighters 
could be terminated without cause. Barry once told me he rode the new fire-
fighters hard because he had been hazed during his probation. 

As far as Barry was concerned, none of the new kids had names; it was 
always, “Hey booter, I would have been fired if I had been as lazy as you.” 
Booter is the term my fire department used for probationary firefighters. I have 
no clue where the term came from, but it was more derogatory than not. Barry 
took harassment to a new level in the kitchen. He felt this was his domain, and 
he expected the new firefighters to be his sous chefs when they weren’t clean-
ing the bathrooms, mopping the floors, doing the dishes or helping Barry 
clean the engine. 

It was odd watching the dynamic between Barry (who resembled a bridge 
troll) and our department’s newest hires (who looked like A-Shift gods). Barry’s 
captain wasn’t much help because he was preoccupied with a divorce and 
being pissed off at the world. All it takes to screw up an excellent 12-person 
firehouse is a pair of assholes. But the new kids knew Barry’s reputation before 

Don’t Be a Barry. Don’t Be a 
Richard. Don’t Be a Dick. 
To some, firehouse bullying seems like a 
swell idea...until the bully bites back.
BY NICK BRUNACINI
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they walked into his fire station; the other 10 members informed them that 
Barry wasn’t a supervisor and had no power to mete out organizationally sanc-
tioned discipline. 

Barry’s harassment was nothing new. When I began my career, this type 
of behavior was justified as testing the mettle of the recent hires in a way that 
forced them to “earn” their position. This notion is complete bullshit when 
you consider the new employees earned their job before they donned our 
department’s uniform (a lovely blue T-shirt). 

The best example I’ve seen of a booter turning the tables on a mouth-
breathing bully follows: Greg was assigned to a downtown ladder company that 
ran out of the same station as an ALS engine company. This particular engine 
company had a firefighter paramedic with fewer than four years on the depart-
ment. This firefighter’s name was Richard (not Dick! Richard or Rich!), and he 
was the same kind of asshole as Barry Butter.

Greg was no ordinary probationary firefighter. He had a degree in engi-
neering and had interned for the department before deciding he’d rather work 
on a fire engine than in an office. Richard harassed Greg for around a month 
before Richard’s perfect A-Shift paramedic life became a tragic comedy. The 
universe paired Greg and Richard during the early days of the internet and digi-
tal art. Greg understood this technology better than Richard knew paramedi-
cine. A few weeks after Greg was assigned to Richard’s station, an unnamed 
person started a fan appreciation website for Richard, America’s first openly gay 
paramedic. Up to this point in their relationship, Richard’s new sexuality was 
completely unknown to his wife.

The website advertised coffee mugs adorned with Richard’s shirtless 
body. The most sought-after product was a calendar where Richard’s 
face had been Photoshopped onto the faces of shirtless men riding 

floats while wearing Speedo swimsuits. The website also offered short sto-
ries devoted to Richard overcoming the incompetence of his coworkers in his 
quest to save pregnant women and puppies. After the site launched, Richard 
became too preoccupied with his new life as America’s first openly gay para-
medic to harass the new guy. 

After one month, Richard broke. He demanded a meeting with the  
deputy chief in charge of his battalion. Richard accused Greg of stealing his 
identity for nefarious purposes, which produced a small organizational reac-
tion and warranted an audience with the fire chief. Here is a brief overview of 
that meeting.

Richard: Chief, my life has been ruined. My wife thinks I’m gay, and 
weirdos call me at all hours at the fire station. I don’t have any concrete 
evidence to prove who is doing this to me, but by process of elimination, I 
believe Greg is the one responsible for destroying my life.
Fire Chief: Why do you think Greg is the culprit?
Richard: The website went up approximately one month after Greg was 
assigned to our station. He’s our newest member. He’s also not my biggest 
fan. It’s him.
Fire Chief: Greg, why aren’t you a fan of Richard’s? What do you say, Greg?
Greg: Chief, I don’t have a problem with Richard. He has a problem with 
me. He constantly belittles me and acts like he’s my supervisor. We don’t 
even work on the same apparatus, yet he continually critiques everything I 
do. He thinks I made the website to get even with him for harassing me.
Fire Chief: Richard, is this true?

All it takes to screw up an excellent 12-person  
firehouse is a pair of assholes. 

 



B SHIFTER

RANDOM HALLUCINATIONS

7

Richard: The new guys get harassed as a right of passage. I never  
complained when things didn’t go my way during probation, and I never 
stole anyone’s identity.
Fire Chief: The only SOP our department has regarding harassment 
says not to do it to the other members of the department. You aren’t a 
supervisor. Why do you think it’s your job to manage the other members 
of your station?
Richard: Chief, I don’t understand. Stealing somebody’s identity is a 
much worse crime than hazing the boot.
Fire Chief: Richard, did you make the website?
Greg: Although I didn’t post the website, I may be able to figure out a 
way to take it down.
Fire Chief: That is excellent news. Now you two shake hands before you 
leave, and let’s put this episode behind us.
Richard: What? He gets to steal my identity, and I have to forget that and 
shake his hand. That is not fair!
Fire Chief: If the two of you don’t want to end this cordially then we 
can keep the investigation active. So far the only fact our meeting has 
uncovered is Richard stated he hazes the new firefighters assigned to 
his fire station. The next phase of this conversation will take place with 
Richard’s supervisor and Richard’s union rep. I don’t know if Richard’s 
union rep can also represent his captain, because he will probably need 
one too. I don’t see this ending to anyone’s benefit.
Greg: Chief, I’d love nothing more than to put this behind us. I’m ready 
to shake hands and get back to work. 
Thus, the meeting ended.
Richard was a bully. Once light was shined on the situation Richard had 

created, he did what all bullies do when someone calls them on their shit: He 
fell to pieces and complied. A few days later, the American paramedic website 
was taken down. It was the best outcome possible.

The Richard and Greg adventure took place during the early part of my 
career and helped prepare me for my sit down with Barry Butter. I was a 
recently promoted battalion chief assigned to his battalion. One after-

noon, I received a phone call from Barry’s fill-in captain. “Chief, I roved into 
this spot a week ago and am contacting you because I want to write paper on 
Barry Butter for his shit attitude.” This statement resulted in a 10-minute con-
versation where the pair of us established that it was too soon to write paper 
based on Barry’s current prognosis. The least painful, most corrective action 
for all involved was to scare (and hopefully kill) the bully in Barry. Before hang-
ing up, we made arrangements for Barry to stop by my office to help explain 
his uncertain future. 

Barry and I met for no more than 10 minutes. The first five were spent 
describing the problem and developing suitable solutions. Here is the over-
view:

Me—“Why are you such an asshole to the probationary firefighters who 
work at your station?”
Barry: “I don’t see it that way. I’m hard on the new firefighters for their 
own good. They need to earn this job every day. I was rode hard during 
my first year, and it made me a better firefighter. Calm seas do not make 
good sailors.”
Me: “It is my duty to inform you that is all bullshit. However, going for-
ward we are going to use this same approach to manage you, Barry. Our 
new management agreement goes like this: Every time you bully the 
probationary firefighters at your station, the organizational reaction will 

Continued on pg. 9





B SHIFTER

RANDOM HALLUCINATIONS

9

be to suspend you without pay. Just so we’re clear: What you’re doing to 
our newest firefighters is called ‘harassment,’ but suspending you for this 
behavior is called ‘discipline.’ You alone have control over what happens 
next.” The last 5 minutes of our meeting were spent listening to Barry 
sob uncontrollably. 
I explained to Barry’s regular captain the role he would play in Barry’s 

new management agreement. The most important new management respon-
sibility for Mr. Barry’s captain was informing the new probationary firefight-
ers on their first day at the station to report any of Barry’s bullying. The next 
most important thing was forwarding any such reports to the battalion office. 
This simple solution allowed Barry to manage his own career, keeping him 
employed and continually receiving a paycheck; this is the way a corrective 
personnel-management system is supposed to work.     

Nick Brunacini joined the Phoenix Fire Department 
(PFD) in 1980. He served seven years as a firefighter 
on different engine companies before promoting to 
captain and working nine years on a ladder company. 
Nick served as a battalion chief for five years and in 
2001, he was promoted to shift commander. He then 

spent the next five years developing and teaching the Blue Card curricu-
lum at the PFD’s Command Training Center. His last assignment with the 
PFD was south shift commander; he retired from the department in 2009. 
Nick is the author of “B-Shifter—A Firefighter’s Memoir.”  He also co-wrote 
“Command Safety.” 
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If you grab any 10 fire-service articles, seven will be about complacency. Two 
will be about which type of Halligan is the best. The last one will be about 
avoiding complacency when choosing Halligans. Complacency deserves the 

attention. Our job is mostly waiting, punctuated by periods of response to non-
emergencies, with the occasional serious problem. We are used to showing up to 
scenes of normal life blown out of proportion by people who don’t react well to 
unexpected, albeit minor, deviations. If two firefighters got into a minor accident, 
they would pull off the road and work out a deal to pay for damages, then flee 
before the cops showed up to start writing tickets. Most vehicle accidents are 
minor, and most reports of fire turn out to be nothing. We all know the feeling of 
crews getting on location, reporting that they see no signs of the Apocalypse, and 
a few moments later disregarding most, if not all, of the companies.

We have also seen the opposite. A company gets on location, and it seems 
as if there’s nothing to it. In anticipation of being disregarded, we relax. The 
engineer possibly backs off on the accelerator a bit. There is some muttering and 
we might even start to remove our gear in disgust.

And then all hell breaks loose.
More than once, a company has shown up on scene with no apparent emer-

gency, and a few minutes later, there is chaos and injury or even death. These 
60-to-0-to-100 scenes are usually precipitated by a single term: nothing showing.

Brothers and sisters, I have not come here to bury nothing showing. I admit 
it’s a tempting solution, one I’ve seen floated in training classes, in a few articles 
here and there, and in at least one book. It’s argued that the term causes fire-
fighters to drop their guard, so it’s best to avoid it. Modern fire-behavior trainers 
emphasize that newer, tighter buildings and modern components are more likely 
to result in incidents with nothing showing on arrival, but with the potential for a 
rapid development of fire once fire crews make entry. Things go to hell faster, so 
we can’t be caught flat-footed. I think the idea is to purge what could be a danger 
to firefighters, and that’s a battle worth fighting, but this is completely the wrong 
way to go about it.

Nothing showing describes conditions, and I have yet to see anyone suggest 
that we should omit conditions from our reports, only that we skip saying “noth-
ing showing.” When there is no smoke or fire on arrival, we’re just skipping the 
description of conditions and expecting that firefighters aren’t going to notice the 
blank spot. If only we eliminate this one phrase from our lexicon, some contend, 
fire crews will remain vigilant while en route to fires.

Does anyone else smell bullshit?
The problem isn’t that a phrase is causing firefighters to sit back on their heels 

and set themselves up poorly. The problem is that firefighters are poorly assess-
ing conditions. Dropping all vigilance because there are no signs of fire upon our 
arrival is no less a tactical blunder than committing to an interior attack under a 
burning bowstring truss. You cannot scapegoat a phrase to account for a very real 
tactical deficiency and expect to solve the problem. If you have fire officers who 

Nothing Showing...Yet.
On-scene reports of nothing showing should 
prompt further investigation, not complacency.
BY JOHNNY PETERS
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don’t understand that nothing showing is no assurance of the absence of fire, 
then you are on a collision course with a serious disaster, and changing terminol-
ogy won’t address the core issue. Deleting nothing showing from the Firefighter 
Phrase Book is a trick, and it’s going to have a short shelf life. You will be found 
out, and if you haven’t dealt with the underlying problem, it will just reassert itself 
once everyone’s adjusted to the new normal. The real solution is much more dif-

ficult.
The first problem, as always, is with command. The first-in company can-

not be lulled into sleepwalking through the scene based on its initial conditions. 
Command has to follow the same rote, boring steps. In Houston when there’s 
nothing showing, we go into Investigative Mode. I think that helps. It’s a term that 
implies skepticism, an openness to the possibility that something is amiss. We’re 
like little Sherlock Holmeses, and the game is afoot, even if there are no signs of 
a struggle. If we don’t have assignments, we’re all supposed to stage, pumpers 
preferably finding themselves a convenient plug. Firefighters are action types, so, 
perversely, this might be a time to repeat any pre-assigned actions in order to 
remind everyone that we still are in the midst of an emergency response.

This is to little avail if incoming companies don’t keep up their end. If you’ve 
kept up with LODD or near-miss reports, you know that rapidly changing condi-
tions are one of the things that bites us in the ass. That might be a collapse, with 
its obvious physical component, or it might be a sudden change that requires our 
brains to rapidly adjust to a new reality, like a working fire in a house that previ-
ously appeared completely not on fire at all. Even if we’re skeptical, that sort of 
change can put us off our game. Stick to the plan. Don’t start taking off your gear. 
You have firefighters watching you. You set the tone. Keep things the same. 

One time, I hopped off the truck and immediately saw the caller walk-
ing toward me. She had blood on her shirt and was holding her nose. 
This would be an easy call, I assumed. “Is your nose bleeding?” I asked.  

She nodded her head gingerly. In a level voice meant to convey that there was 
nothing to worry about, I said, “Okay, let me see it,” and then “OH SHIT!” The 
patient’s nose flopped down over her upper lip, attached only by the little middle 
piece of flesh between the nostrils. You must do everything in your power to mini-
mize the chances of the “Oh Shit” moment. 

Engineers have their role in this, as well. If you find yourself lifting off when 
the first-arriving company doesn’t report a working fire, then you might want to 
examine whether you’re driving too fast to begin with. You have to drive to the 
response; you cannot let the response drive you. When you get there, you need 
to place your apparatus as you would any other time when you haven’t been 
given an assignment on the fireground. This isn’t the time to position for the best 
way to get back to the station. 

Firefighters can’t kick back, either. Even if the officer slumps in their seat, 
even if they mutter “bullshit,” you can’t follow their lead on this occasion. If things 
change, they’ll be that much worse off if you let them lead you astray. Go over 
your assignments, try to remember the location you’re responding to, and be 
ready to help out the dummy in the front who let their guard down. 

Overall, it helps never to get too excited. It’s difficult to maintain that level 
of energy over a long period of time, and if you manage to, it’s often at the cost 
of cognitive function. If you find yourself jumping on the apparatus before you’ve 
got enough gear on to buckle up, if you’re shouting, if you’re getting winded put-
ting on gear, then you have got to slow down. Take a breath, go to a happy place 
for a second. Get your Zen. Better to show up on scene slightly underdressed 

We’re like little Sherlock Holmeses & the game is afoot, 
even if there are no signs of a struggle.
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than out of breath and dizzy with adrenaline. (I mean slightly. This is not an 
excuse to show up less than battle ready.) If you regularly get amped up while 
on the way, you are far more likely to drop your guard when the fan appears 
shit free. Be cool. Like a little Fonzie.

It’s obvious that the phrase nothing showing itself is not problematic, but 
maybe it’s not overtly helpful when we use it. Sure, the real problem is our 
failure to stay alert under boring conditions, but maybe if we eliminate this 
phrase we can minimize the chances of that occurring. Firefighters might catch 
on, and at the very least, we’re not spelling out the absence of an apparent 
emergency, so maybe they’ll keep the proper state of readiness. It might be 
better to just gloss over the absence of smoke or fire and just move on to 
assignments, but I don’t think so.

Nothing showing is what paramedical types refer to as a pertinent 
negative. It’s like stating a car-accident victim had no loss of consciousness. 
While it’s unlikely that we would forget to let the incoming companies know 
there’s smoke and fire showing from a structure, it is possible that we could 
be cut off for some reason or other. Conditions are part of a radio report, 
whether positive or negative. Skipping them leaves a hole in the narrative 
that incoming companies are going to fill with some speculation or other. It’s 
better they get an accurate picture. Let’s not treat the symptoms even if the 
disease may be hard to cure. I’d say it’s impossible. Avoiding complacency is 
a journey, not a destination. 

Everyone has a caught-with-their-pants-down story. We tell these stories 
to minimize the chance that someone else will get caught with their pants 
down. We don’t minimize the risk of being complacent, and we can’t just 
throw up our hands and say it’s inevitable that we will one day underestimate 
fire conditions. But we probably will. People observe patterns and adjust their 
behavior accordingly. It’s how we survive. We just have to remember that it’s 
also how we die.   

Johnny Peters has been with the Houston Fire Department 
since last century. In this time, he has successfully gamed the 
system and promoted to senior captain, forever freeing himself 
of the burden of fire hose by hiding himself in a truck company. 
He is now able to indulge his intense hatred of locks and doors 
through violence disguised as technique. His locker-hiding  
powers remain intact.
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Dear Chiefs, 
We just had a firefighter receive discipline for a comment he posted on 
Facebook. Do we lose our freedom of speech as a firefighters? Is it legal for 
our departments to discipline (or fire?) firefighters based on social-media 
posts? What about posts we don’t make ourselves? For example, what 
if someone tags us in a post that depicts us in a way the fire department 
dislikes. Can we face disciplinary action in these cases?

—Stumped by Social Media

Firefighter Smith, your conduct described in this notice is not in keeping with 
the high standards of performance expected of a fire-department employee. 
You used vulgar and intimidating language via social media. Your actions consti-
tuted unbecoming conduct in violation of city policies, and you demonstrated 
a serious lack of judgment and professionalism you engaged in inappropriate 
behaviors and conversations while off duty. Such conduct reflects poorly on the 
fire department and on the public you serve, diminishes the public’s trust, and 
is inconsistent with how the fire department expects its employees to conduct 
themselves, whether on or off duty. Your conduct does not meet the standards 
of performance required of someone in a public-safety position.

If you have any doubt how much trouble you can get into with comments or 
postings made on your social media page, reread the above statement; this is 
most likely the way your disciplinary memo would begin. Depending on their 
severity, your actions could cause you to receive discipline up to and includ-
ing dismissal. The unfortunate truth is I have had to terminate firefighters for 
comments they have made online. It is never easy to fire someone, but it is 
most difficult when the person has done something they believe is harmless. 
Let’s discuss the harm we, as public servants, can inflict when we do what every 
other citizen in the United States is doing. Why are we treated differently?

When we become firefighters, expectations regarding our behavior (both 
on and off the job) change. We are considered public servants, and our citi-
zens place a significant amount of trust in us. In fact, firefighting is regarded as 
one of the most trusted professions. The obvious reason for this is that peo-
ple call us when they are having a very bad day and expect us to help them 
regardless of their socio-economic position, their political affiliation, their race 
or their sexual orientation. And we do. We help them regardless of how they 
smell, when they last showered, when they last vomited, or whether they live in 
a box in the alley. We go into their homes and treat their children, their grand-
parents and their crazy uncles. They trust us with their Rolexes, their expen-
sive jewelry and their dentures. With great trust comes great responsibility. 
When was the last time you read or heard the news and learned that your local 
barber or plumber had been caught driving drunk and got a DUI? It doesn’t 
happen unless they have killed somebody. And even then, people consider it 
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just another everyday tragedy. If a firefighter gets a DUI, it is front-page news. 
Why? Because we are trusted servants who broke that trust. Unfortunately, when 
one of us breaks the trust, we all are held accountable. News agencies have 
personnel, and their only job is to check the daily arrest records. They look for 
an exciting story. When one of us gets arrested for doing something goofy, they 
win. They have their story for the day, and the media is good at working a story.

    When we post something online, we have not only given the media a head-
line for the story, we have also provided the narrative. Our words or images 
will come back to haunt us. I have seen firefighter Facebook comments on my 
52-inch TV screen. The words look a lot worse when each letter is underlined 
and stands 1 inch high. These quotes are usually shown next to the most inap-
propriate picture the media could find on the offending person’s page, along 
with the word “firefighter” in bold type. Years ago, I learned that I should not 
do anything that could not pass the headline test, meaning I shouldn’t do 
anything that I would not like to see on the front page of a newspaper. I often 
think of the headline test when making decisions. (At least once a day, I would 
like to raise my hand with my middle finger pointing at a driver on the road, 
but then I ask myself, Is this a picture I would want to see on the news? I lower 
my hand and look forward to my next paycheck). Imagine your Facebook or 
Instagram posts as headlines.

When I speak to firefighters about their unfortunate social media posts, 
I hear a few recurring responses:

1. “I only sent it to my friends.” Let me be the first to tell you: Every-
one shares other people’s posts. Nothing is private. When some-
one shares your post, you remain responsible for its content. Most 
people who share our posts are not firefighters, so they do not know 
how much trouble we could get into if our comments become pub-
lic. Let me share something else with you: The more funny, outra-
geous, borderline racist or mean-spirited a post is, the more it gets 
shared. It’s human nature. As an example, most people won’t share 
a picture of a sleeping cat, but if the cat falls off a fence while sleep-
ing, a lot of people will pass it on. If the cat falls into the mouth of 
a large dog and gets eaten alive, the post goes viral. I hope you 
get my point. Firefighters are, by nature, funny and creative people; 
therefore people will share our posts. 

2. “I didn’t mean it the way it sounds or looks.” Please remember that 
perception is everything, and those receiving the message ulti-
mately decide whether it is offensive. Once you launch something 
into the Twittersphere or Instaverse, it is out of your hands, and 
you have no control over how people will receive it. When it comes 
to social media, the number of people who see your comments is 
unlimited. There is no need to be paranoid, remember and apply 
the headline test.

3. “I never said I was a firefighter. How did they know?” First of all, 
every firefighter I know who has a social-media presence has posted 
at least one picture or comment that identifies them as a firefighter. 
(By the way, I do not have Facebook or use social media. Thank 
you, Gordon Graham, for that lesson.) Unless you are willing to 
go back through your (likely very deep) social-media history and 
delete everything that identifies you as a firefighter, you will be held 
accountable as a firefighter. 

Once you launch something into the Twittersphere or Instaverse, it is out  
of your hands & you have no control over how people will receive it. 
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Most of the firefighters I have spoken to 
about their online behavior are not lying or mak-
ing excuses when they say these things. I believe 
they were simply ignorant of the repercussions 
of their posts. But at the end of the day, they are 
responsible, and I held them accountable. An 
individual might face lesser disciplinary action 
based on their feedback, especially if they own 
up to their actions.

Some comments blatantly violate “Title VII—
the Civil Rights Act.” Discriminatory offenses 
cannot be explained away. We are trusted to 
treat everyone who needs us the same, as I 
stated earlier. Quick and true story here: I once 
fired a firefighter who posted while on-duty that 
he and his crew were at the lake “trolling for 
another drunk Mexican.” In reality, a Hispanic 
family was on the lake enjoying a nice Sunday 
morning when their grandfather fell out of the 
boat. He quickly sank in the murky water and 
was not seen again until the police dive squad 
recovered his dead (and alcohol-free) body as 
his family watched from the shore. The firefight-
er’s post was the top news story—even before 
police recovered the body. (Talk about ten-
sion for every firefighter working that day.) The 
actions of one knuckleheaded firefighter dimin-
ished the public’s trust in all firefighter’s

I could go on about this issue, but I’ll wrap 
things up with some recommendations: 

• Ensure your firefighters are aware of the 
city’s or jurisdiction’s policies regarding 
online behavior.

• Ensure every firefighter is aware of the 
dangers of posting and the conse-
quences that could occur, both for the 
individual firefighter and for your entire 
department.

• Ensure your firefighters are trained on 
what not to post. 

• Apply lessons from other department’s 
headlines the same way we apply les-
sons from their fires. (Consider after-
action reports for media issues.)

• Ensure your firefighters help each 
other when they see an inappropri-
ate post. Do not repost, but instead,  
contact the firefighter (by phone) and 
educate them.

• Teach the headline test. Follow our 
leader when he said, “Be nice.” You 
would be surprised how many posting 
issues could have been eliminated by 
just being nice.

 

Glendale (Ariz.) Fire Department  
Employee Conduct Policy

Employees shall at all times conduct themselves in a way that 
reflects favorably on the public they serve. The City upholds, 
promotes, and demands the highest standards of ethics 
from all of its employees. Employees should maintain the 
utmost standards of personal integrity, truthfulness, honesty, 
and fairness in carrying out their public duties, avoid any 
improprieties in their roles as public employees, and never 
use their City position or power for improper personal gain.  
All employees are expected to respect and comply with all 
federal, state, and local laws, including all municipal policies, 
rules, regulations, directives, and procedures.

Performance Deficiencies —Major Deficiencies
These violations of City policy, procedures, regulations and 
directives are acts that involve questions of trust or honesty, 
constitute a threat to orderly City operations, pose a threat to 
the health, welfare or safety of employees or other individuals 
or are repeated or exhibit a pattern of similar violations.

• Conduct unbecoming of a City employee
 ✓ Abusive attitude, language or rude, demeaning, or 
disparaging conduct toward employees, contractors, 
vendors, customers or the public.
 ✓ Abuse of authority over employees, contractors, 
vendors or the public.
 ✓ On or off duty conduct which may bring discredit to 
the City.

• Disclosure of confidential information that is either 
defined by laws as confidential or is designated 
confidential by the City. 

• Conduct which is a violation of public policy or trust, 
or is corrupt.

• Improper use of position, character or confidential 
information for personal benefit (the benefit may 
be financial or any other benefit) or for the benefit 
of others, including giving preferential treatment or 
showing favoritism to individuals or firms.

• Racial slurs, derogatory comments, prejudicial 
statements or actions that may negatively incite others.

Fire Department General Orders—Disciplinary Procedures
In the interest of our organization and employees, it is the 
policy of the Fire Department to follow-up on all allegations 
of City policy violations and/or criminal violations. If action 
is contemplated for off-duty conduct, the matter must be 
referred directly to the appropriate Assistant Chief and Fire 
Chief through the chain of command. Disciplinary action will 
occur for conduct that is connected with deficiencies in job 
performance, or which causes embarrassment to the City and/
or Fire Department, and/or violated any of the rules regarding 
off-duty personal conduct as set forth in the Human Resources 
Policy and Procedures manual.                         —Terry Garrison



VOLUME 9, ISSUE 1 18

The PIO in our department developed a process for posting videos that has 
helped keep our firefighters out of trouble. If a firefighter records a fire while 
on-duty, they send it to her. She reviews it before posting it on our fire depart-
ment Facebook or Instagram pages. More people view the video, and the 
chances of getting in trouble for inappropriate online behavior are eliminated. 
She and I spend a great deal of time discussing how the public perceives our 
firefighters. We both understand that our most important job is to ensure peo-
ple view our firefighters in a positive light. One of her goals is to find a posi-
tive story, one that shows our firefighters delivering the best customer service 
possible. She understands her primary role is ensuring the viewers continue 
to trust us. That should be a primary goal for every firefighter, every day, both 
on and off duty. 

—Chief Terry Garrison

Dear Social Media Warrior, 
In the past few years, we have seen many careers cut short due to the misuse 
of social media. It is sad to see the wanton lack of smarts when people post 
what some consider offensive or inappropriate material. Today’s political cli-
mate has certainly stoked the flames of discourse that lead to some pretty 
uncivilized online behaviors. Often, people defend what they post and their 
right to post it. “Hey man, this is America. I can say anything I want!” You 
can say a lot of pretty outrageous things that are deemed protected, but you 
aren’t necessarily protected from the repercussions of that speech.

The First Amendment to the Constitution protects five basic freedoms: 
freedom of religion, freedom of speech, freedom of press, freedom of 
assembly and freedom to petition the government. These civil liberties are 
the cornerstones of our democracy. However, the First Amendment doesn’t 
protect your right to say anything, anywhere or at any time without fallout, 
and having the protected right of free speech doesn’t mean people won’t 
find what you say objectionable. Some folks get brave when posting online 
(keyboard courage), and they say things they would never say in person, let 
alone on the steps of city hall. Under Constitutional protections, you might 
not be jailed for what you say. However, the Constitution does not ensure a 
right to uninterrupted employment if something you say makes you or your 
employer look bad or negatively portrays them. This includes the use of hate 
speech. Most fire departments have a code of conduct. Hating on a specific 
group of people on social media might not get you arrested, but it likely 
violates your employer’s code. For a sample social-media policy, see pg. 20.

Think Before You Share
I recently saw this quote hanging in Chief Alan Brunacini’s workshop: 

“Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space is our 
power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and our 
freedom.” —Victor Frankl

We would all be better off if we counted a few Mississippis before we 
post (or respond to posts) on social media. Our reputations, as well as the 
reputations of those associated with us—would be better off too. 

Fire departments have every right to protect their reputations. The courts 
recognize, and in some cases, protect, public image and reputation. I think 
some in our industry take our great standing in the community for granted. 
We can breech the public’s trust in seconds, but it takes years to rebuild it. 
That breech costs more than goodwill; the fire department can lose critical 
community support for additional personnel, new fire stations or simply main-
taining what the department already has. To that end, avoid posting the fol-
lowing on any social-media platform or internet forum:
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• Complaints about personnel issues
• Personal grievances against your employer
• Complaints about internal policies
• Statements/images that are disruptive and 

can impinge on morale and working rela-
tionships between staff and other agencies. 
These include photographs, memes, GIFs, 
videos, etc. 

When Patient Privacy & Free Speech Collide
When considering social media and what it can mean 
for our employment, we have to consider patient care 
and privacy. We have an ethical obligation to protect 
our patients’ rights.  These real-life examples high-
light situations when first responders grossly violated 
patient trust:  

 ✓ Two Florida medics were engaged in a ”selfie 
war” that featured more than 41 unconscious, 
intubated or sedated patients (only three 
agreed to take a picture). Not only did they lose their jobs, they were 
charged with felonies.

 ✓ A Texas firefighter was fired for posting a graphic picture of a fatal car 
accident in which a 16-year-old boy was killed. 

 ✓ Recently, a fire captain in Florida was reprimanded and later resigned 
over posting a Snap Chat of a fully involved house fire that left one 
victim dead. 

When dealing with the fire department-patient relationship, 
remember: 

• Our patients’ information is not ours to share.
• Patient information belongs to the patient.
• Effective healthcare depends on trust between  

the provider and the patient. 
HIPAA Privacy regulations require healthcare providers (including emer-

gency medical care providers) to develop and follow procedures that ensure 
the confidentiality and security of protected health information when it is 
transferred, received, handled, or shared. This applies to all forms of pro-
tected health information, including paper, oral, and electronic, etc.  Further-
more, only the minimum health information necessary to conduct business 
(in other words only as it pertains to patient care) is to be used or shared. If 
you violate HIPAA, you might face the following ramifications:

• Your employer may take disciplinary action.
• You may be terminated.
• You may face sanctions from the authority that licenses you as an 

EMT or Paramedic.
• You may face criminal charges that could result in fines  

and/or imprisonment

Don’t Get Intexticated While on Duty
There is seldom a need to blog, tweet or give status updates while on duty 
(unless authorized). As I like to say, we hire firefighters, not photographers 
or bloggers.

Appropriate use of social media can engage and educate the public 
about the services we provide and should reinforce the fine reputation that 
fire departments endeavor to build. This should be a coordinated effort that 
is recognized by your department or entity leadership. The First Amendment 

Should I Post This?
Social Media Dos & Don’ts

✔ Pictures or videos of kitty cats—Yes 
✔ Photos or descriptions of a delicious meal—Yes 
✔ Reminders to change smoke-alarm batteries—Yes 
✔ Changes in fire-station coverage—Yes (if such 
information is a public concern) 
! Complaints that A Shift is a bunch of  
angry janitors—No
! Disparaging comments about a particular race—No
Pictures of dead or sedated patients —No 
! Meeting info regarding the hate group you attend—
No 
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Social Media Policy Language from  
Minnetonka Fire Department SOGs

Personal Use —Precautions & Prohibitions
Department personnel shall abide by the following when using
social media:  

• Department personnel are free to express themselves as 
private citizens on social media sites to the degree that their 
speech does not impair or impede the performance of duties, 
impair discipline and harmony among coworkers, or negatively 
affect the public perception of the city or the department. 

• As public employees, department personnel are cautioned 
that their speech, either on or off duty and in the course of 
their official duties that has a connection to the employee’s 
professional duties and responsibilities may not necessarily 
be protected speech under the First Amendment. 

• Department personnel should assume their speech and 
related activity on social-media sites will reflect upon the 
department and their position within the department. 

• Department personnel shall not post, transmit or otherwise 
disseminate any information to which they have access as a 
result of their employment without written permission from 
the fire chief or designee. 

Department personnel are cautioned on the following:
• When using social media, department personnel should be 

mindful that their speech becomes part of a potential  
permanent record. 

Adherence to the department’s code of conduct is required in the 
personal use of social media. In particular, department personnel 
are prohibited from the following:

• Speech containing obscene or sexually explicit language, 
images, or acts and statements or other forms of speech that 
ridicule, malign, disparage, or otherwise express bias against 
any race, any religion, or any protected class of individuals. 

• Department personnel may not divulge information gained 
by reason of their authority; make any statements, speeches, 
appearances, and endorsements; or publish materials that 
could reasonably be considered to represent the views or 
positions of this department without express authorization. 

Department personnel should be aware that they may be subject 
to civil litigation for publishing or posting false information that 
harms the reputation of another person, group, or organization 
otherwise known as defamation to include:

• Publishing or posting private facts and personal information 
about someone without their permission that has not been 
previously revealed to the public, is not of legitimate public 
concern, and would be offensive to a reasonable person; 

• Using someone else’s name, likeness, or other personal 
attributes without that person’s permission for an exploitative 
purpose; or 

• Publishing the creative work of another, trademarks, or certain 
confidential business information without the permission of 
the owner. 

—John Vance
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does protect your speech (you will not do jail time for calling your boss a butt-
head), but it does not protect you from getting fired for things you say (see 
your local collective bargaining agreement or employee manual for details).

—Chief John Vance       

In 2007, Terry Garrison retired from the Phoenix Fire 
Department after serving more than 30 years. Working for 
Alan Brunacini and reaching the level of assistant chief of  
Operations helped shape Terry’s consistent values: fire-
fighter safety and customer service. After a long weekend of  
retirement, Terry served as the fire chief of the Oceanside 
(Calif.) Fire Department, where he worked for almost three 
years. Terry then moved to Texas, where he served as the 

chief of the Houston Fire Department for more than five years. Currently, Terry 
is the fire chief in Glendale, Ariz., where he was born and raised. Terry has trav-
eled throughout the world teaching fire command. He has a master’s degree in 
education and attended the Harvard Kennedy School of Government. Terry and 
his wife, Annette, live in Phoenix. Their primary focus is Terry’s best buddy, his 
grandson Jack, pictured with the author here.   

John Vance is the Chief of the Minnetonka 
(Minn.) Fire Department; he has been a 
chief officer for more than 16 years. He 
is a proud Blue Card lead instructor, an 
accredited chief officer through the Cen-
ter for Public Safety Excellence, holds a 
bachelor’s degree in fire service manage-

ment from Southern Illinois University and holds a certificate in executive man-
agement from the University of Notre Dame. He and his life partner, Alison, 
have a son named Adam who is attending Colorado State University. John is 
also a full-time servant to a majestic Great Pyrenees named Wally.



“Encompasses what our family is and, most of all, why we do it.” 

What firefighters are saying about B-SHIFTER:

Do Current Events 
Have You Down? 

Take the day off and revitalize yourself with the story of our cult.

Sold everywhere else for $12.95. We offer it for the amazingly low price of $10.

CLICK HERE TO ORDER
B-SHIFTER is printed in the USA

“...the FUNNIEST 

book ever 

written by a 

fireman.”  

“Ours is a noble profession, and I found the book to be degrading.”

“I could not put it down and wanted more.”

“If you’re on 

the job, this is a 

must read.”

http://bshifter.com/SelectStore.aspx


For the last several years, the American Fire Service has  

feverishly attempted to define and develop appropri-

ate tactics for responding to large-scale violent incidents, 

which are occurring with greater frequency and severity. Our 

response to these events, which fall beyond the scope of our 

usual service calls, is fueled by our sincere desire to achieve 

our primary tactical objective: life safety. Whether we work in 

a fully integrated, fire-based EMS system or provide basic ser-

vices in a third-party system, we are driven to save lives.  

Fire/EMS personnel commit to responding when our com-

munity needs us. We’ve stated emphatically that this commit-

ment includes accepting the significant risks that come with 

operating in violent hazard zones to remove, treat and trans-

port patients. Accepting these risks seems valid, and we have 

long believed it is what the public demands of us. Some of us 

have even adapted the fireground lore that we’ll “die trying.”    
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There are ways to achieve our on-scene objectives while limiting risks to fire/
EMS personnel. I believe the American Fire Service must objectively evaluate its 
response to violent incidents in the same 
way it has evaluated fireground tactics in 
recent years—with an eye toward science, 
evidence-based practices, coordination 
and collaboration. This evaluation would 
eliminate as much emotion as possible. 
We have given lip service to, but have 
often disregarded, the need for effective, 
consistent communication and coordina-
tion with our law-enforcement partners, 
and it’s never more important than when 
responding to these high-risk, violent 
hazard zones. 
    To meet the same standards we set 
for ourselves on the fireground, we must 
drastically upgrade our strategic-level 
game during violent events. In this discus-
sion, I will describe the exercises we have 
conducted in the Phoenix area and the 
steps the Phoenix Fire Department (PFD) 
has taken to improve its ability to be safe 
and effective when responding to violent 
hazard zones.

Local Exercises Identify 
Strengths & Highlight Needs 
Our first step toward unified coordina-
tion and response at violent incidents 
involved examining how we work daily 
at our usual, small-scale events. We also 
examined our tried-and-true command 
system—utilizing the functions of com-
mand—as well as the strategic decision-
making process that has served us so 
well for more than 40 years. We noted 
one clear fact: Our current incident-command system works beautifully in 
violent-incident environments; therefore, we did not need to waste a second 
developing something different. In addition, the examination process identi-
fied a captive, interested audience within the Phoenix Police Department who 
were open to learning our incident-command principals.

The Phoenix Police and Fire Departments get plenty of real-world  
experience working together on violent incidents. In 2017, the two agencies 
responded to 643 gun-shot wound (GSW) incidents; 76 of these incidents 
involved two or more victims. Additionally, the six largest fire departments 
within the Phoenix Regional Automatic Aide System responded to a com-
bined 994 GSW incidents within the same period. These numbers indicate we 
have significant “sets and reps” to serve as a foundation. 

    The Phoenix Police and Fire Departments invested significant resources 
and time on joint training to build on their previous response experience. 
More than 1,400 Phoenix police officers and 1,000 Phoenix firefighters have 
undergone unified training for violent-incident management and contain-
ment. We have conducted approximately 42 violent-incident response exer-
cises in local schools across Phoenix (during the evening or at other times 

Top: Phoenix-area first responders  
participated in joint training exercises  
to ensure strong, coordinated responses 
to violent incidents.

Bottom: Training sites included local 
schools, Phoenix Sky Harbor International 
Airport, the Phoenix Zoo and Phoenix 
Children’s Hospital.
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when the schools were closed). We have also utilized local concert halls and 
auditoriums to evaluate our ability to apply standard processes to more signif-
icant, more complex incidents involv-
ing greater numbers of victims. Lastly, 
we have conducted exercises in large-
scale venues offered by community 
partners, including the Phoenix Zoo, 
Phoenix Children’s Hospital and Phoe-
nix Sky Harbor International Airport. 
These locations, in particular, allowed 
us to assess the large-scale execution 
of our standard practices in the most 
challenging environments. 
    The outcomes were not surprising: 
We can successfully and effectively 
level up our command system and our  
strategic decision-making model. How-
ever, we did learn that during these vio-
lent, often chaotic incidents, it is difficult 
to predict the number of resources that 
will be needed throughout an incident’s 
duration when initial information is slow 
to come or incomplete.
    During these exercises, we gleaned 
much regarding what is reasonable 
and what is unrealistic when manag-
ing a violent-incident hazard zone. We 
solidified EMS, police and fire’s under-
standing regarding each organization’s 
roles and responsibilities. In addition, 
we identified three critical areas of 
focus for fire incident commanders:

• Hazard zone size-up, including 
coordination and communication

• Applying lessons learned from 
other hazard zones

• PPE
 
Hazard Zone Size-Up
When we are dispatched to a structure fire, the first-arriving company officer 
gathers information from multiple sources and begins the ongoing size-up 
and evaluation process, which continues through the completion of the tacti-
cal objectives. We perform this process at every incident scene, with signifi-
cant repetition. How should this routine differ in a violent hazard zone? The 
simple answer is that it shouldn’t be any different. The process is the same, 
but the sources of information and intelligence differ and are often beyond 
our control.
    One critical difference we must accept when responding to violent incidents: 
We are not responsible for mitigating the hazard. On almost every other call, 
it’s our job to control the fire, stop the leak, shore the trench or control the 
bleeding. But in violent hazard zones, our law-enforcement counterparts man-
age the actual hazard. We are there simply to manage the consequences of 
the hazard, and potentially, to identify and mitigate additional hazards that fit 
in our lanes. 

Our primary objective when responding 
to violent incidents life safety. Carefully 
sizing up the hazard zone allows us  
to take action while limiting risk to  
ourselves and people we are trying  
to save.
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It’s challenging to rely on an outside agency to contain and eliminate hazard-
ous people or circumstances. So how can we perform our hazard-zone assess-
ment and identify the critical factors when the hazard is not ours to mitigate? 
The answer is simple: communication. (As Big Al used to say, “Simple ain’t 
always easy.”)
    Communication is our greatest size-up tool. It drastically improves the qual-
ity and timeliness of information, both of which are critical for risk manage-
ment. At violent events, consistent, ongoing communication and coordination 
with our law-enforcement partners are crucial to our safety and effectiveness.

    The PFD has been operating on the Phoenix Police Department’s tactical chan-
nels for several years. When dispatched, our response information now includes 
the appropriate police-department tactical channel for the assigned address. 
On all incidents, one individual crew member is assigned the law-enforcement 
radio. This individual listens to the correct police frequency and relays police-
department information to the company officer. They are also empowered to 
ask clarifying questions of police department dispatchers, supervisors or other 
officers working the incident. Hearing strategic-, tactical- and task-level police 
information drastically improves our situational awareness, helps us identify safe 
areas to work, and enables us to coordinate patient removal.  Integration with 
police communications reduces time delays and maintains clarity. Most impor-
tant, it enables us to answer the most relevant questions:  

• Where are the suspects?
• What hazards are present?
• What areas are secure?
• Has law enforcement established an inner perimeter? 
• Are there victims? Number? Locations?
• Can we enter to extricate them to triage/collection points?
• Do we need to coordinate police resources for removal due to lack 

of secure areas?
Note: It’s important to remember that our communication with law enforce-
ment does not eliminate our need to work through fire dispatch. It is imper-
ative for company officers to keep fire dispatchers informed of their crews’ 
position and function, but we can accomplish this via progress reports.  

Lessons Learned from Other Hazard Zones
Recent fire-behavior research and education have revealed the best thing to 
do when first on the fireground is to mitigate the hazard and save savable 
lives. The International Society of Fire Service Instructors (ISFSI) introduced 
the SLICE-RS concept, which views fire-victim rescue as “an action of oppor-
tunity.” When conditions allow us to engage in rescue operations, we should 
be willing, prepared and able to do it. 
    The “action of opportunity” approach has been the subject of criticism since 
its introduction because it doesn’t scream manly aggression and is devoid of 
emotion; that’s why it is so effective. Why don’t we approach rescue at vio-
lent incidents in the same manner? Evaluating extreme hazard zones with the 
same methodical process we use on the fireground allows us to determine if or 
when conditions allow us to engage in the warm zone. Situational awareness, 
coordination and communication give us the ability to assess circumstances 
and act when/if we have the opportunity. To achieve this requires working 
with our police partners, utilizing their evaluations, actions and information to 
improve our decision-making.    

We should build policies & procedures that support our understanding of violent hazard 
zones, how we get that information & when we should engage in a real way.
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    We are not alone in determining “actions of opportunity.” Responding 
police agencies played an important role in determining appropriate fire/EMS 
action at some of the larger incidents we’ve seen across the nation (the 2015 
San Bernardino attack and the 2016 Pulse Nightclub shooting in Orlando, for 
instance). Law enforcement had information that prompted them to keep fire 
and EMS resources outside the hazard zone. These decisions had nothing to 
do with PPE, training or desire. Simply, conditions were unsafe, and attempt-
ing entry would have introduced a greater risk to officers and firefighters. 
    Fire departments and law-enforcement organizations must establish a 
shared vision of what “safe” means before an incident occurs. Understanding 
the concerns, limitations and capabilities of police and fire agencies before an 
incident is critical.  

Violent Incident PPE
Our PPE allows us to work effectively, and it keeps us reasonably safe in the 
hazard zone. Turnouts, SCBAs and medical biohazard protection have become 
integral components of our work ensemble. When we discuss PPE for violent 
incidents, we struggle to make sense of how ballistic protective gear fits into 
our system.

    Ballistic PPE can complicate many aspects of our work. A recent multi-
agency violent-incident exercise involved an active-shooter and single-back-
pack IED scenario. PFD crews were the initial responders, augmented by 
crews from adjacent departments. One of these departments uses ballistic 
vests and helmets. After donning his ballistic PPE, a company officer placed 
his radio in the middle of his back on his waist belt. He traded the vest and 
helmet’s perceived comfort or his ability to communicate with police and fire 
personnel on scene. He essentially disconnected from the flow of information, 
hindering his ability to protect crews working in his tactical position as the 
dynamic scene unfolded. Imagine if we lost communication with crews on the 
fireground. How would other responders on scene react? This type of situation 
would likely trigger a quick change in strategy.    
    For transparency sake, the PFD does not have or use ballistic vests, shields 
or helmets. We have difficulty with their application, their misconstrued pur-
pose and effectiveness, and the fact that some in the fire service have allowed 
their use to eclipse legitimate size-up and risk management. In my experi-
ence within our automatic-aide system (26 fire departments/districts), we have 
not been honest regarding what ballistic vests and helmets can do. Our law-
enforcement partners know their PPE is defensive and should be used as part 
of a system that includes a sidearm or other weapon; they understand its obvi-
ous limitations. Ballistic PPE is meant to keep law enforcement in the fight. 
Fire/EMS personnel don’t work these incidents to engage in a fight.
    Vests and helmets only protect the areas of the body that they cover; they 
are not a protective bubble for the entire body. They have design limitations 
and offering varying (and often limited) degrees of protection. (For instance, 
there is no body-worn ballistic protection that could protect us against the pri-
mary rifle used in the 2017 Las Vegas shooting.) They do not protect us from 
being stabbed, blown up or run over. Helmets and vests can’t take the place of 
size-up, risk management, or reliable communication and coordination. We can 
consider PPE if it improves our safety, but only if it is not detrimental to our work.  
    Questions about when we would apply ballistic PPE are tricky to answer. 

The PFD developed a simple mission statement for violent incidents: “Our goal is to treat  
savable patients as quickly & as safely as possible.” The department has also adopted a  
zero-acceptable-loss policy for firefighters working violent incidents.
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Should we wear it at all times or just when we think we need it? And when do 
we need it? 
For comparison’s sake, our guidelines state we will wear our SCBAs:

• In a contaminated atmosphere
• In an atmosphere that could become suddenly contaminated
• In an atmosphere that is oxygen deficient 
• In an atmosphere that is suspected of becoming  

contaminated or oxygen deficient
In reality, fire and EMS personnel are not being shot while responding to 
active-shooter incidents; they are being shot at fire and EMS incidents where 
violence either spontaneously occurs or when an assailant purposefully 
ambushes responders. Since 2000, there have been 13 firefighter fatalities due 
to unforeseen violence. To benefit from the protection offered by ballistic PPE, 
we would have to wear it whenever we respond to an incident, which would 
impede our ability considerably.

Take the Smart & Realistic Approach
We are ready and willing to do our part in response to these horrible incidents. 
We want to access savable victims, initiate treatment and transport them to 
the proper care. Doing so requires us to build strong partnerships with police 
agencies, which will help improve their chances for success, but we must be 
smart and realistic when doing so.  
    To prepare for these violent events, we need to be really good at strategic-
level incident management. The skills and procedures we utilize on the fire-
ground, especially the size-up process, can serve us well; quality information 
is imperative for effective risk management. 
    It’s essential that we remain realistic about the risks we face and what can 
happen if we fail to assess those risks accurately. The most extreme conse-
quence is that firefighters become victims, and when firefighters become 
victims, our focus can shift from community victims. When that happens, we 
abandon our primary objective: community life safety.  
    It’s easy to view specialized police PPE as the key to our safety, but this 
assumption can impair proper scene assessment, risk management, commu-
nication and coordination. We must approach the incident scene without an 
overinflated sense of safety.  With experience, we gain new insights. Some-
body smart once said, “Quit trying the wrong thing harder.” It just might apply 
here.       
 

Chris Stewart began working for the Phoenix Fire Depart-
ment in 1991. He became a firefighter in 1993 and has 
spent the majority of his career working on busy engine 
companies. Since promoting through the ranks, Chris has 
worked in many different sections as a battalion chief and 
deputy chief. He is currently the operations safety chief 
and works as a shift commander. Chris was fortunate 
enough to marry his high-school sweetheart and is proud 
to have two sons who take after their mother.



It  might come as a surprise to some people, but recent research  

suggests that firefighters are no more at risk for divorce than the gen-

eral population1. (Actually, male firefighters are at a lower risk for divorce 

than the general population, but female firefighters have a slightly higher 

divorce rate.) So why does it seem divorce is more prevalent among 

our ranks? Because firefighters live and work with one another and tend 

to share when things are not going well at home. (Complaining about 

something is a firefighter’s way of controlling stuff they can’t control.) All 

it takes is one struggling marriage, and word gets out that all firefight-

ers have difficulty maintaining close relationships (television, telephone, 

tell-a-firefighter). Our resiliency to stress (which we need for our jobs) 

also comes into play when there is conflict at home because it helps us 

(and our spouses) endure issues in a relationship.
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F    irefighters are, in general, kind, supportive people who go out of their 
way to help others, but that doesn’t mean we are easy to live with. The 
traits that make us great emergency responders can bring challenges 

to even the strongest relationships. In many ways, we are wired differently. If 
we can identify (and own) those differences, we can offset any negative impact 
they might have in our personal lives.

A disclaimer: I am not an expert on firefighter relationships specifically. 
I am, however, an expert on my own relationship of 40+ years and how 30 
years in the fire service occasionally challenged that union. I am also quite 
knowledgeable on firefighter personality and motivation and the treatment of 
stress-related injuries in first responders. 

Throughout my career, I have had the opportunity to speak with many 
people who are in long-term relationships with emergency responders. When 
offering classes that help firefighters and their significant others maintain suc-
cessful relationships, I hear a lot of feedback regarding the challenges of living 
with first responders. Our spouses tend to have similar frustrations:

• We’re gone for 24 to 48 hours at a time.
• We’re always tired.
• When we get home after your shift, we need “me” time.
• They feel like a single parent.
• Bad things only seem to happen around  

the house when we are at work. 
• We’re irritable.
• We’re emotionally distant.
• We don’t talk.
• We compartmentalize the different parts of our lives.
• We seem to enjoy work and our coworkers more than being at home.

    In some ways, we can connect each of these grievances to the traits that 
make us stellar emergency responders. These traits can seem attractive when 
we are courting, but they might not seem as appealing after we settle into a 
relationship. So what makes a great firefighter, and how can the characteristics 
that make us good at our jobs also make us somewhat complicated partners?

We are fantastic problem solvers—At work, solving problems at emergency 
scenes is highly motivating and rewarding. Most of us joined the fire service 
because we want to make things better, and we like the way it feels when we 
can help. Our ability to solve problems extends beyond the emergency scene. 
Many of us in leadership positions manage other challenges ranging from staff-
ing issues to training. This can leave us feeling burnt out by the time we get 
home, and in some cases, underwhelmed by life’s more mundane problems 
that await us. It can be tough to get motivated to fix a leaky faucet, unsqueak 
the squeaky floorboard or take the car in for service. Under stress (including 
disagreements), firefighters want to rush in and quickly solve any problems that 
arise, meaning they have less patience with talking things through with a partner 
and reaching an agreed-upon solution. We are wired to fix things quickly, and 
we forget our spouses might want or need time to mull things over.

We are great decision-makers—At work, it can be second nature to make 
decisions, particularly life or death decisions. We tend to be good at our craft, 
take dire situations seriously, and train often to promote positive outcomes.

At home, we might consider everyday decisions unimportant, and there 
can be a tendency to want our spouses to handle these choices. From their 
perspective, we can seem disinterested in family life.

We are good at controlling out-of-control situations—On the job, we train 
hard to achieve predictable outcomes: You put water on the fire, it goes out. 
You defibrillate a patient, you change the heart rhythm. If you’re an officer or 
lead paramedic, and you ask for something to get done, it (usually) gets done 
in a predictable manner.

Image 3
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Your partner and children might not do things the way you would like. If 
you ask them to do something, they might not accomplish the task in as timely 
a manner as you wish, which can make us impatient and can trigger conflict. 

We are strong communicators—Quick, clear and accurate communication 
is key to emergency-scene success, especially in chaotic situations. Station 
expectations, such as cleaning, cooking, training, etc., rely upon firefighters 
communicating with each other clearly (and hopefully, with respect). 

We might not be as communicative as our significant others would like. Or,  
we might use the same tone of voice and direction that we use at work, which 
comes across as impersonal to our loved ones. Some of us find it easier to talk 
to people within our firefighter culture than it is to speak to civilians, which can 
leave our family members feeling left out and isolated from who we are in our 
work life.  

We perform tasks/jobs perfectly or near perfectly—Consider this quote 
from the book, “Emergency Services Stress: Guidelines for Preserving the 
Health and Careers of Emergency Services Personnel,” by Grady P. Bray and 
Jeff Mitchell2:

“Emergency personnel are more interested in details than are other peo-
ple in most other professions. We pride ourselves on a perfect job, frequently 
set personal standards that are extremely high, and become quite frustrated 
when we encounter a failure. This attention to detail helps us do a better job, 
but it also sets us up for the stress associated with a failure to achieve unusu-
ally high expectations.”  This plays not only into the work environment, but in 
your relationship as well.”

At work, we take our role and responsibilities seriously. We train hard to 
be as near perfect as possible because in some cases, lives depend on it.

At home, we “work” with family members who are not finely trained 
machines. They might have other ways to complete a task. Because lives are 
rarely at stake at home, things might not need to be perfect for everyone at 
home to be happy. We can end up feeling frustrated, and sometimes it’s dif-
ficult to hide that frustration.

We don’t allow emotions to impede job performance—On the job, we 
are completely engaged, true masters of pushing feelings aside to focus on 
the task at hand and not the human tragedy we see before us. It’s a survival 
mechanism that tends to work well—until it doesn’t.

At home, there are bumps, bruises, cuts, scrapes, smashed fingers and 
bloody noses, and our significant others and family members want their hero 
firefighters to empathize with them and fix the boo-boos. If we don’t (either 
because we don’t want to do our work at home or because these minor inju-
ries seem inconsequential compared to what we see on the job), we might 
seem insensitive and uncaring.

We are (in general) physically fit & active—At work, we are energetic 
adrenalin junkies. We work out, we work hard, and we play hard. At home, 
particularly after a busy or stressful shift at work, we tend to “recharge” in the 
recliner. If your partner was attracted to the active person you were when they 
first met you, they might become disappointed if you seem to have become 
more sedentary due to the physical demands of your job. Conversely, some 
firefighters maintain their high-energy activity level off-duty, biking, skiing, 
playing soccer, golfing, etc. with their friends, leaving the family back home.

We are thrill-seekers—At work, we face hazardous environments, hostile 
people and rapidly changing conditions. A lot of us chose the fire service 
because of the adrenalin rush we get when working in these challenging cir-
cumstances.  

It is difficult to replicate that level of excitement after our shift. If we man-
age to do so, our partner isn’t always happy about our choices. Rock climbing, 
sky diving and similar activities are thrilling but come with associated risks our 
partners might not be willing to accept. 
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4 Ways to Maintain a Healthy Relationship
Supporting strong relationships takes work and requires more than the quick-
fix-and-move-on approach we use at work. Moving forward in a positive direc-
tion requires an open mind, a good sense of humor, curiosity, patience, and 
an attitude of forgiveness and appreciation toward your partner and yourself. 
A solid first step is to accept that some things take time to resolve. Below are 
some key points to keep in mind:

1. Self-Care. Don’t kid yourself: Your job follows you home and affects your mate 
and your children. Self-care is vital to maintaining healthy relationships. Fire-
fighters must learn how to take care of themselves because of the stressful 
nature of the work. We all know the benefits of exercise, eating a healthy diet, 
and avoiding alcohol or other drugs as a way to cope. Getting enough sleep, 
creating a healthy balance between work and family, and seeking outlets to 
discuss things that are bothering you are also important. Do fun, physically 
active stuff with loved ones, make healthy meals together, and resist the urge 
to stay silent about challenging shifts. Embrace your loved ones. They want 
to be there for you and are waiting for you to open up and reach out.  Self-
care (enhancing resiliency) should be important for both in the relationship. 
Texas A&M research1 suggests that “couples who are high in resiliency use 
their relationship to cope with on-the-job stress and have lower stress levels, 
even in the face of negative life events, and they may have correspondingly 
low divorce rates.”

2. Communicate. Many first responders find it awkward to share their thoughts 
and feelings with those closest to them. I had difficulty talking about work 
when I was home, so much so that my wife once told me I had cut her out of 
a third of my life. She was right. I had to learn to share with her, and we set up 
some work-talk parameters. It was okay for me to say, “I don’t want to discuss 
that right now. Let me process things, and I will talk about it later.” It wasn’t 
much, but at least I was saying something. If the story was traumatic, I would 
let her know I had gone on a tough call. If shared too many details, she could 
say, “stop.” Don’t fail to ask about your partner’s day. Show some interest in 
what has gone on in their lives while you were at work. Both parties should 
resist the urge to jump in and solve a problem by giving advice (firefighters 
tend to do this) or to criticize unless asked. The most essential part of commu-
nication is listening to your loved one and acknowledging that you hear them.

3. Make time for each other. My wife and I figured out that there always needs 
to be something on the calendar to look forward to as a couple. Line up your 
calendars and choose something you would both love to do, then schedule 
it. Agree on a date, and make it a priority. If you get an offer to cover a shift, 
make your decision carefully. What does it tell your mate if you accept over-
time over their companionship?

4. Understand your Family of Origin (FOO). It tends to work like this: Under 
stress, we default to what our role models would have done under the same 
or similar circumstances—for better or worse. If your parents went through a 
difficult divorce when you were still living at home, they might not have mod-
eled a healthy relationship for you. If one of your parents was quick to snap 
at the other, was distant at home, avoided difficult discussions and/or rarely 
showed affection, you also may struggle in those areas until you learn better 
ways to interact with your partner. FOO issues are so prevalent in relationships 
that most competent therapists become adept at helping you connect the 
dots between your early upbringing and a struggling relationship. They can 
then offer useful tools to re-engage healthily at home.
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As In All Things: Be Nice
Want to retire with your current partner? Remember to be kind. In most cases, 
our significant others take care of the household while we are at work. They’ve 
dealt with sick kids, athletic events and school plays, power outages and 
annoying relatives. Acknowledge them; tell them how much you appreciate 
their efforts so you can keep working the best gig in the world without losing 
what’s most important at home.  
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The Rules of  
First-Class Service

It is smart to align our rules with not 
only what we do, but how we do it.

By Nick Brunacini

The fire-department deployment model I grew up in 

was built on the premise that the department exists to 

deliver a full menu of emergency services. My fire chief 

father used to joke with the chiefs of Class 1 departments about 

the true benchmarks of a top-flight department. The Class 1 chiefs 

teased Big Al because the Phoenix Fire Department (PFD) had never 

earned a Class 1 rating from the insurance industry (the PFD never 

used insurance ratings). Big Al would reply, “Instead of going after 

a Class 1 insurance rating, we choose to deliver first-class service.” 

    The fire company is the basic organizational unit used to 

deliver that service. Each company has a first-due response area, 

and our benchmark response time within any company’s service 

area is 4 minutes. The medical community, not the fire depart-

ment, established this response time based on the length of time 

a human being can survive without oxygen. A quick response 

also positively affects structure-fire response, hazmat response 

and technical-rescue operations. The longer an out-of-control 

fires continues burning, the more lives it endangers and the more 

property it destroys. 
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Within each company, it’s the firefighters who deliver effective, high-
quality service. Just like every other occupation in the history of 
work, leadership, effective personnel-management practices and 

proper supervision policies are the gateways to high-quality service delivery. 
This strategic-level philosophy becomes the basis for developing strong per-
sonnel-management rules/SOPs. The effects of these policies and practices 
directly influence department morale.

A thoughtful organizational mission statement serves as the basis for 
executive-level strategic vision. (The executive level includes the fire chief and 
their staff, the union president and their staff and the fire chief’s boss.) Any rule 
or regulation developed by the fire department must account for, support and 
align with the mission statement, which for the PFD during my tenure was: Pre-
vent harm. Survive. Be nice. Harm prevention/intervention serves as the basis 
for all of the services the department delivers. Survival is a primary part of our 
mission because firefighters routinely operate in IDLH hazard zones. Being 
nice defines how we provide service. If the department expects the firefight-
ers to be nice to the customer, then that’s the way the department members 
should treat one another. 

Since service is our only reason for living, any discipline system must strive 
to correct any issues impeding competent service delivery—including person-
nel issues. To create a functional, effective department, discipline must be 
corrective as opposed to punitive, which requires the formal discipline pro-
cess to be corrective, progressive and lawful. What follows is a simple set of 
administrative rules and regulations for managing the personal conduct of the 
members of the organization:

All members shall:
1. Follow operations manuals and written directives of both the fire 

department and the authority have jurisdiction (AHJ).
2. Use their training and capabilities to protect the public at all times, 

both on and off duty.
3. Work competently in their positions to ensure all department pro-

grams to operate effectively.
4. Conduct themselves to reflect credit on the department.
5. Manage subordinates in an effective, considerate manner.
6. Follow instructions in a positive, cooperative way.
7. Conduct themselves in a manner that creates good order within the 

department.
8. Keep themselves informed to do their jobs effectively.
9. Be concerned and protective of each member’s welfare.
10. Operate safely and use good judgment.
11. Keep themselves physically and mentally fit.
12. Observe the work hours of their position.
13. Obey the law.
14. Be careful with department equipment and property.
Members shall not:
15. Engage in any activity that is detrimental to the department.
16. Engage in a conflict of interest to the department or use their posi-

tion with the department for personal gain or influence.
17. Fight.
18. Abuse sick leave.
(Violating the following rules can result in disciplinary
action including termination.)
19. Do not steal, lie or cheat.
20. Never use intoxicating substances while on duty.
21. Do not engage in sexual activity while on duty. 
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These rules and regulations support effective service delivery. They 
also create a personnel-management system that views any obstacles to 
high-quality service as issues requiring correction, not behaviors demand-
ing punishment. This philosophy allows the department to make constant 
improvements that support its mission, and the rules support the concept that 
the best form of discipline is self-discipline. We train everyone to operate in 
a standard, competent and nice manner, and we want supervisors to use the 
same approach when managing the work and the workers. Such an approach 
creates a pleasant work environment. 

None of this means there aren’t negative consequences for members 
who break the rules. Consider the public firestorm when the com-
munity finds out some member of the department lied, cheated or 

stole. In most communities, a firefighter who gets drunk or high while on duty 
will be the lead news story. The same holds true when members of the depart-
ment engage in sex while on duty. (All rules must be 
enforced evenly across the department. If it’s not okay 
for firefighters to have sex in the fire station, and the 
same rule applies to the ranking members of the depart-
ment—they can’t have sex while they are at work.) The 
problem with any one person breaking these rules is it 
paints the entire department with the same brush. Man-
aging the department in a manner that eliminates these 
types of personnel problems protects the reputation of 
the whole department. Do not outperform your boss’s 
ability to save you (this begins with never violating rules 
19, 20 and 21).

How we apply and manage the rules and regulations 
has a significant influence on the morale of the work-
force. Departments where it’s okay for the chief of per-
sonnel to have lunchtime sex with their secretary, but the 
last firefighter caught doing the same was terminated, 
tend to have low morale. These departments also spend 
lots more time and money going to court to defend 
their crooked personnel-management system. Most 
dysfunctional departments have a fractured relationship 
between all the leadership parties: The fire chief hates 
the union president and the mayor hates both of them. Egomaniacal leaders 
always call for more “accountability” for the workforce. What they want is the 
ability to punish members who do not automatically submit to their will. The 
bosses in these systems use rank like a cattle prod to keep the workers in line. 
It’s the same management style the prison industry uses to control inmates 
who do not follow orders. 

Conversely, when we place service delivery above everything else, it 
forces everyone in the organization to do their jobs effectively. (It’s much sim-
pler and more unifying to base our professional relationships on the work we 
do rather than appeasing a group of leaders seeking to be worshiped.) I spent 
90 percent of my career working for a customer service-based organization. 
In the other 10 percent of my career, the new leadership used an ego-driven 
approach. One system was operational in nature, and the other system was 
(and still is) purely political. Operational=do your job. Political=winners and 
losers. The operational fire chief lasted 28 years. On the other hand, his politi-
cal replacement became so disillusioned and miserable that he separated 
from the fire service fewer than five years after becoming the department’s 
imperial leader. 

Using our primary mission as the bedrock for how we manage, super-
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vise and lead the entire organization provides the simplest and most effective 
personnel-management system. This approach to managing the workforce 
redefines accountability and supports the primary reason we exist—to deliver 
public-safety services to the community. 

Members of the department who do not manage themselves in a way that 
supports this reality should find other work (change your attitude or immedi-
ately quit  if you are miserable every time the lights come on). A career in the 
fire service is not only an occupation that comes with a salary and benefits 
package; it is a calling. Connecting occupation to service delivery causes the 
fire department to become a professional organization. We become a frater-
nal organization when the service we provide takes a secondary role to every-
thing else. The primary mission to protect Mrs. Smith saves us from ourselves.

The “Be Nice” approach to managing the workforce does provide con-
sequences for infractions when other corrective measures do not work. This 
system utilizes progressive steps to bring out-of-balance members back into 
compliance and produces the most authentic organizational accountability 
because the main priority of every position within the department is deliver-
ing service to the customer. 

If a department requires its members to abide by its rules and regulations, 
they must provide appropriate training programs to support its mission. 
Certification-based training programs produce the most consistent and 

safe operations. (The fire service uses this approach when training new fire-
fighters. These training programs include Firefighter 1 & 2, hazmat tech, tech 
rescue, EMT and paramedic training programs, and the Blue Card program 
for training and certifying members who operate as incident commanders.) 
Most certification-based training programs require ongoing continuing edu-
cation to maintain certification. This approach also allows for making constant 
improvements to the program as our methods improve. Another benefit: In 
court, certification-based training shows the department has done its part to 
ensure all members are trained to uphold current standards and best prac-
tices. These types of training programs have been accredited as best prac-
tices by outside organizations (IFSAC & Proboard).

Service-based personnel-management systems provide a basis for how 
we treat one another. Doing our job well delivers the highest amount of pro-
fessional satisfaction.

Properly crafted rules and regulations standardize operations and how we 
treat one another and the public. These rules must apply equally to all mem-
bers of the department to be effective. SOPs are meant to be followed all of 
the time, especially when designed to support firefighter safety and survival. 

   

Nick Brunacini joined the Phoenix Fire Department 
(PFD) in 1980. He served seven years as a firefighter on 
different engine companies before promoting to cap-
tain and working nine years on a ladder company. Nick 
served as a battalion chief for five years and in 2001, 
he was promoted to shift commander. He then spent 

the next five years developing and teaching the Blue Card curriculum at the 
PFD’s Command Training Center. His last assignment with the PFD was south 
shift commander; he retired from the department in 2009. Nick is the author 
of “B-Shifter—A Firefighter’s Memoir.”  He also co-wrote “Command Safety.” 
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Whether you’re a seasoned veteran or a newbie, you can be a leader. 
Some think only fire officers and chiefs can become leaders, and 
they wait until they’re promoted to take on that role. Unfortunately, 

we all know people who promote despite a glaring lack of experience, savvy 
and motivational skills, which often produces the “do as I say, not as I do” style 
of boss. I call this pseudo-leadership. 

Not all who lead are leaders. Think about Adolf Hitler. He was a leader; 
he had followers and power (rank), and millions of people listened to his 
speeches and followed his orders. But his brand of leadership inspired oth-
ers like Heinrich Himmler and the SS Generals, and together they led mil-
lions to their deaths. Hitler’s style of pseudo-leadership was fear-based, 
manipulative and simply wrong. 

In the fire service, we don’t have murderers like Hitler, but we do have 
leaders who use fear and manipulation. In my last article, I discussed The 
Micro-manager (perfectionist) style of leadership. In this issue, I will introduce 
you to The Bully, The Manipulator and The Load. Each of these is a leader 
with followers; some follow out of fear, some out of coercion and some out 
of laziness. Many bosses cultivate more than one of these leadership styles. 
For example, a micro-manager may use bullying and manipulation as a way 
to control their subjects. However, any of these styles can ruin a career. (If 
you see your style of leadership described below, don’t simply shrug your 
shoulders and ignore what you’ve read. Use this as an opportunity for self-
reflection and personal development. You and the people around you will 
enjoy the benefits change will bring.) Most likely, you will see others in the 
descriptions below. 

     
The Bully
Bullies don’t think the rules apply to them. In the fire service, bullies often 
use their rank to make people follow them. If it were not for their rank, no 
one would follow a bully. They belittle other firefighters to make them look 
bad and to make themselves look good, which feeds their ego. They lie 
about you when you’re not around, especially to superior officers. Bullies are 
not team-builders, only dream-busters.

Bullies often remind you who’s the boss by throwing around their author-
ity. Some might know them as brass-flashers. They usually speak in a loud, 
demanding voice. Some might even use profanity to sound tougher. They 
bark orders to keep people in their place and use fear to intimidate others and 
gain control. Bullies are not what I call mentors. They discipline people in pub-
lic or in front of their crew to embarrass them, not to correct wrong behavior. 

The majority of bullies likely were bullied themselves at a young age. 
(I’ve heard it said that hurt people hurt other people. Those who were bul-
lied will often bully others.) Bullies bully because that’s the behavior some-
one modeled for them. 

How to Spot Pseudo Leaders 
3 wretched bosses you have known & not loved.
BY MURPHY ARSENAUX
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Do not emulate The Bully’s leadership skills. Bullies are not strong lead-
ers, and they think everyone exists to serve them.  Some bullies aren’t dumb, 
ignorant or lazy; many that I have met are smart, knowledgeable and hard-
working, but once you politely stand up to them, they avoid you. 

 When dealing with a bully, be respectful and polite. Let them know you 
won’t be bullied, and then report their behavior. 

What are some of the Bully’s characteristics?
• Condescending
• Rude to subordinates
• Self-centered
• Power hungry
• Love intimidating others
• Must have their way
• Fearful of others more knowledgeable and skillful than they
• Take credit for other firefighters’ work or ideas
• They trash talk, gossip about and slander others
• Want others to fail

The Manipulator
These folks often sow discord and play favorites. The manipulator will often 
form cliques as a means of manipulation. If you’re not in the clique, you 
may lose privileges and favor. If you are in the clique, meaning you stroke 
their ego often, you’re treated better—until they find a reason to turn on 
you. A manipulator bends the rules for people in their clique, but those 
people better toe the line. Manipulators pit people against one another. If a 
Manipulator pulls you into the fold, life is great! Good luck if you anger them 
in any way, real or imagined. Manipulators often leave a wake of embittered 
firefighters. 

What are some of the Manipulator’s characteristics?
• Pit people against each other
• Like their butts kissed
• Need their egos stroked
• Often form cliques
• Sneaky
• Gossip and slander those not in their clique
• Play favorites
• Hold themselves above the rules (do as I say)
• Want others to fail

The Load
Loads don’t lead or manage anything, either because they are lazy or they 
simply want people to think they are cool. Either way, loads give you no 
direction, set you on a path of failure, and have you sitting in the chief’s 
office reaping consequences repeatedly. Loads will throw you under the bus 
to avoid trouble. 

The Load’s inattention to their work creates a void that anyone willing 
can fill. Quite often, this is a subordinate. Unfortunately, Loads create many 
dysfunctional firefighters who go on to create more dysfunctional firefight-
ers, so the subordinate who steps up to the plate is often just as useless as 
the Load. 

Loads don’t understand the magnitude of their influence. It’s unlikely 
any Load is reading this article or any other that might help them learn and 
grow. With this type of leader, do your best, even if they do the least. If you 
are a firefighter and your officer is a Load, transfer out as soon as possible, 
lest you become a load too.
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What are some of the Load’s characteristics?
• They don’t care
• Lack of initiative
• Irresponsible, which equals immaturity
• Lazy, avoid work and training
• Lack job knowledge and skill; are too lazy to learn
• Dysfunctional
• Some want to seem cool
• Will get you hurt or killed
• Love to, “Hit it hard from the yard.” 

How to Manage Bad Bosses
If you work with one of these dysfunctional bosses, how much of your poten-
tial are they tapping? Most likely little, if any at all. In what ways do they influ-
ence those who work for them, especially the younger, more impressionable 
firefighters? Let’s hope these poor examples of leadership merely serve as 
examples of what not to do. 

The key to working for one of the problematic bosses I have described 
is to self-lead and inspire others to do the right thing. We all have the ability 
and responsibility to lead ourselves well.

I don’t expect anyone, especially younger firefighters, to challenge these 
dysfunctional bosses. I understand the need to fit in, or, at the very least, the 
desire to fly under the radar. That said, no one should allow anyone else 
(boss or not) to talk them into doing something they know they shouldn’t 
do. If you’re an officer or senior firefighter, understand the influence you 
have with those who are new to our profession. If the boss who works above 
you is one of the types I have discussed, use your own leadership skills to 
influence those you work with; do whatever it takes to become a mentor and 
lessen the effects of the pseudo-leaders in your organization. Real leaders 
build people; they don’t tear them down. 

My Dad, a retired New Orleans firefighter, once told me, “Never let 
them know when they’re getting under your skin. Just smile. If they know 
they’re getting to you, they’ll just turn up the heat.” Don’t let a pseudo-
leader keep you from doing the right thing and setting the best example. 
Positive change begins with you doing your best.   

Born in New Orleans in 1964, Murphy J. Arsenaux III is a 
33-year veteran of the fire service. Following in his father’s 
footsteps, he became a recruit with the NOFD in June of 
1984. Arsenaux has served with both the NOFD and the St. 
George Fire Dept. in East Baton Rouge Parish. His assign-
ments have varied, from leading one of the busiest engines 
in the city of New Orleans, to developing a First Responder 
Pilot Program for the NOFD, to serving as a training officer 

at the St. George Fire Dept. He is the author of “A Company of Leaders.” To 
be released in December 2017.



The book addresses the fire company on the basis of both management improvement  
and self-improvement. It also includes real-life stories and light humor.

For those looking for integrity, ownership of problems, skill and excellence, this is your book.

“Murphy lays out the qualities effective leaders utilize to turn a group of individuals  
into a highly functioning company.” —Nick Brunacini, author of “B-Shifter” and “Staring 
into the Sun,” retired Phoenix Fire Department Shift Commander and Blue Card author.

“This book should be put in the hands of ALL young people. Murphy’s wisdom will have a  
positive impact on all who need it.” —Sarada Bonnett, author of “Notes of Forgiveness.”

How important is competent leadership? 
It could mean the difference  

between life & death.

“A Company of Leaders: Leading at Every Level,” by Murphy J. Arsenaux III,  
presents problems that arise from lack of leadership in the fire service and offers 

multiple solutions to these problems.

CLICK HERE TO ORDER!

https://www.amazon.com/Company-Leaders-Leading-Every-Level/dp/1946540838/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=a+company+of+leaders%E2%80%94leading+at+every+level&qid=1557262219&s=gateway&sr=8-1
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About 20 years ago, my family decided we wanted to get into  
camping—something more than slinging a tent over our shoulders 
and setting up in a campground. We had gone on backpacking trips 

and throw-a tent-on-the-motorcycle trips, and we still do. But as our boys got 
into their early teens, we needed a way to continue camping even in 
inclement weather, so we got our first camper.

That first camper was a pop-up, or tent, camper. It had king-size 
beds at each end and a slide-out dining area that converted into a small 
double bed. It was pretty awesome, and we were excited to go on our 
first trip. At the suggestion of some seasoned camping friends, we 
picked a state park relatively close to home so we could easily retrieve 
anything we had forgotten. Also, it allowed my wife and me to go to 
work (on separate days, of course). We pulled into the campground, 
picked out a nice site with a hill sloping toward the woods behind us, 
and we backed into place. I then unhooked the camper from the truck. 
Imagine my surprise when it began rolling down that hill, unconstrained, 
as I stood and watched. Fortunately, we had already unloaded the fire-
wood, and my wife and boys were able to throw a log under one of the 
tires before the camper went too far. A lesson our friends forgot to share 
was to unhook the safety chains last when unhooking the trailer, and, of 
course, wheel chocks.

Some of the most profound lessons I have learned in life are lessons 
I learned from mistakes I have made; other lessons I have learned from other 
people’s mistakes. The fire service has a long history of mishaps: things that 
went wrong, situations that took a bad turn, and circumstances that didn’t work 
out as planned. Not all of these were the fault of fire personnel on the scene—
some things are entirely out of our control. The first firefighter who fell through 
the floor of a lightweight-constructed building probably can’t be blamed, nor 
can their officer. They likely had no idea that lightweight construction would 
burn so fast, and they probably fought that fire using legacy-construction  
tactics. What about wind-driven fires? For years, no one considered that outside 
winds could affect interior fire behaviors.

This does not excuse us from avoiding preventable mistakes, nor does 
it excuse us from taking time to study advances in fire science. Still, 
one of the best ways to prevent new errors is to learn from past ones 

(preferably other people’s). It’s the whole premise behind the lessons learned 
philosophy that is so prevalent in the fire service. Learning from experience 
is one of the best ways to ensure comprehension and retention, in my opin-
ion. We aren’t limited to learning from our own experience. In reality, learning 
from the experience of others—especially where mistakes are concerned—is 
generally safer.  

I had a friend who used to deliver boats. He would often tell new drivers, “If 
something bad has happened, I’ve probably done it before.” Not to be Cap-

The Value of Hindsight
Lessons learned from past mistakes 
make us safer & smarter.
BY DANIEL DAWE

Thanks to what the author has learned from his early 
camping adventures, he can now enjoy the outdoors 
with great confidence.  
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tain Obvious here, but wouldn’t it have been better for him to be able to say, 
“If something bad has happened to someone else, I learned from that experi-
ence so I wouldn’t make the same mistake”? I don’t know about you, but after 
watching the video of Fresno (Calif.) Fire Capt. Pete Dern falling through a roof, 
I don’t have to experience that close call myself to learn from it. (Click here to 
view this incident.)

When my fellow Blue Card instructors and I teach, we tell our students 
that Blue Card is not a tactics-and-strategy class. However, when discussing 
how to run the scenarios, we inevitably discuss tactics—especially regarding 
how we keep people safe. Having instructors who are seasoned company, 
command and chief officers allows us to share years of cumulative experience 
so our students don’t have to repeat our errors to learn the associated lessons. 
We turn our near misses and blunders into lessons to spare them a similar fate. 
It’s a little like the Recognition-Primed Decision-Making (RPDM) I’ve discussed 
in a previous article; we don’t necessarily need to experience a situation to 
learn from it.

I’ve too often heard people say during training, “This is the place to make 
mistakes.” However, I’ve seen and heard about some bad mistakes/accidents 
that occurred during training.  I think it’s better to avoid mistakes altogether—
even when we are simply practicing for the real thing. I know when we train, 
we want to “practice as we play” to create greater authenticity. (And yes, I do 
understand that “practice as you play” primarily refers to using all of our appro-
priate safety gear and best practices.)  

Think you’re too old and seasoned to learn anything new?  I think not. We 
can always learn from something or someone.  As much as I have seen, I know I 
haven’t seen it all, and it’s amazing how some of these young whipper-snappers 
can surprise you. 

You can often learn from other people’s experiences in popular fire- 
service books, magazines and periodicals. My favorite places to learn from 
others include conferences, seminars and institutions such as the National 
Fire Academy. At the end of the day (usually at a watering hole), networking 
provides excellent opportunities to hear our peers share wisdom, stories 
and lessons learned.  

As I finish this article, I’m sitting at a campsite with a low fire slowly cooking 
the ribs we’re having for dinner. Our first camping trip of the year, and I forgot 
the mat for outside the camper. Of course, it rained, and now it’s muddy. We 
do have a (not so) easy-up shelter and a large awning on the camper, so we can 
still have a fire. But hey, I remembered the wheel chocks, unhooked the safety 
chains last, and the toy-hauler didn’t roll into the pond behind us—a benefit of 
learning from my mistakes.  

Daniel Dawe retired from active duty in the fire ser-
vice after 35 years, serving with the West Bloomfield 
(Mich.) Fire Department for the last 29. He has worked 
his way up through the ranks and retired as a shift 
commander. He still teaches and remains involved in 
fire service related activities. Dan has attended the 
National Fire Academy on multiple occasions, served 

as co-chair of Michigan’s OSHA advisory committee to update the fire-safety 
standard, and is a Blue Card instructor.

https://tinyurl.com/y6rd79c7
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There are 10 essential questions we must ask when developing a plan 
of action for dwelling fires. The answers provide a foundation for our 
firefighting strategy. For this article, the questions outlined address fire 

in a typical 20-by-40-foot, Type V home with 2.5 stories, an attic and a sloping, 
peaked roof. 

1. Where should firefighters stretch the first hoseline?
Plan of attack—Firefighters should stretch the first hoseline through the front 
door toward the room of fire unless there is a more direct route. Responders 
should coordinate window venting with the hose team’s advancement, and the 
hose team should direct the stream so it drives the fire out of any windows that 
have been vented by exterior crews.  
Justification—Check the path between the fire and the front entrance for any 
unconscious victims who were trying to escape. The first attack line extinguishes 
more than 90 percent of fires. If you stretch the first line successfully and extin-
guish the fire, you might not need a second line. If you pull the hose and get the 
nozzle within 25 feet of the fire, you can extinguish the fire and win the battle.

2. Where should firefighters stretch the second & third hoselines? 
Plan of attack—The second hoseline serves to support the first hoseline unless 
severe exposure or fire-spread dangers exist. In these situations, firefighters 
stretch the second hoseline to protect the exposures, and the third line is used 
to back up the first hose team. The third attack line is placed at the front of 
building with firefighters standing fast, awaiting orders.
Justification—Backing up the first hoseline builds redundancy into the fire 
operation. The second hoseline becomes necessary for the following rea-
sons: 1) There is too much fire for one line to extinguish; 2. The first line 
bursts; and 3. Explosion or flashover disables the first hose team. If not used 
on the first floor, the second hoseline can be placed on the floor above the 
fire to cut off fire extension.

Ordering the third hoseline to the front of the building gives the incident 
commander time to decide where it will serve the best purpose. This is proactive 
decision-making; when a company stretches a line and stands fast, they com-
plete three-quarters of the hose-stretch tactic: They locate a working pumper 
and get a nozzle. If a sudden explosion, collapse or secondary fire occurs,  the 
incident commander can place the company standing fast into action.

   
3) Where should crews position the ground ladder(s)?
Plan of attack—Life safety/rescue is the first priority when positioning and rais-
ing ground ladders. Crews should place a portable ladder at any window where 

Simple Homes, Not-
So-Simple Fires
A 10-step action plan for fires in 
typical residential dwellings. 
BY VINCENT DUNN



VOLUME 9, ISSUE 1 46

a victim remains trapped. If no one is signaling for help at a window, crews 
should place the ground ladder at one of the fire room’s windows for coordi-
nated outside venting, which will assist the hose team’s advance. 

If crews place the ground ladder for victim removal, the tip should rest 
below the windowsill so it does not block the opening. If crews place the ladder 
for venting, they should place it to the window’s side (preferably upwind) at the 
midpoint of its opening.
Justification—Lifesaving is one of the battle plan’s primary objectives, along 
with fire extinguishment and containment. Exterior window-venting helps 
with fire-containment because it releases smoke, steam, heat and flame as the 
hose team makes its advance.  

4) What is this fire’s primary vent portal? 
Plan of attack—The primary vent portals at a dwelling fire are the windows in the 
fire room, preferably those opposite the direction of the hose team’s advance. 
Venting the windows within the fire room at roughly the same 
time as the hose team’s advancement releases heat, smoke and 
steam from the fire room as the fire is being extinguished, allow-
ing the hose team to continue its progress and search for victims. 
The objective is to create a vent portal or portals that release the 
products of the extinguishment process—residual smoke, heat 
and billowing steam. The firefighter performing outside venting 
should coordinate with the hose team’s entry to avoid premature 
air inflow and flashover.  For example, when in position and ready 
to vent the window, the exterior firefighter should radio the inte-
rior hose team. “Outside vent to hose team: Notify me when you 
are ready to advance.” The firefighter at this time does not vent 
the window. When the hose team’s officer has water and is ready 
to advance, they should notify the exterior firefighter. “Hose team 
moving in. Take the windows.” The exterior firefighter can then 
break the window or windows.  
Justification—Exterior crews must coordinate and control venting procedures 
to avoid introducing a rush of air into a superheated, smoke-filled room, which 
can trigger flashover, smoke explosion or wind-driven fire.

5) Where should crews position the aerial ladder?
Plan of attack—When an aerial ladder arrives on the scene, the chauffeur must 
position the apparatus for rescue if victims remain trapped at a window or on 
a porch or roof. If there are no visible victims, the chauffeur should place the 
aerial ladder so the aerial stream can extinguish any fire that spreads to an adja-
cent building, or if interior hoselines fail to extinguish the fire.  
Justification—Aerial streams are used to stop fire spread more frequently than 
they are used for rescue. Aerial streams can keep fire from spreading from a 
window to cornices, eaves, cocklofts, attics and the floor above the fire. Crews 
should never direct aerial streams through windows when firefighters are inside; 
in these instances, crews should direct the streams at spandrel walls or part of 
the façade.

6) Where is this fire’s primary life hazard? 
Plan of attack—As soon as possible after a fire is extinguished, crews must 
search the fire room, then any adjoining rooms and finally the floor above the 
fire. Crews should also check the dwelling’s perimeter for occupants who might 
have jumped from windows.    
Justification—Most victims at dwelling fires are discovered in the room of fire 
origin or somewhere between the fire room and any means of exit, e.g., doors, 

We must approach fires in seemingly 
simple dwellings with the same care 
and attention we apply at larger 
events in complicated structures. 
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windows or fire escapes.  Some occupants try to flee and fall unconscious while 
trying to escape. If the fire is on the first floor, smoke will have quickly spread up 
the stairs, trapping victims in second-floor bedrooms.

7) Where will the interior fire spread?   
Plan of attack—Firefighters should open the ceiling directly above the fire’s ori-
gin and check for fire spread. Crews should also examine the attic as soon as 
possible; fire can spread quickly through a structure’s honeycomb of voids and 
poke-through holes before winding its way to the attic. A primary goal for any 
fire attack in any dwelling is to keep fire out of the attic, as fire in the attic usually 
means structural destruction. 
Justification—One of our primary goals at dwelling fires is to keep the fire from 
entering the attic. Concealed spaces are the most common avenue of fire 
spread. It is difficult to extinguish fire once it has spread to the attic, and the 
building will likely be lost.  Attic spaces have high fuel contents, limited access 
to stretch hoses and small or no windows for venting smoke. 

8) Where could exterior fire spread?
Plan of attack—When flames blow out of a window, they can spread up the side 
of a combustible exterior wall, through the eaves and into an attic. Combus-
tible exterior walls can be made of wood, asphalt or decorative polyethylene 
shingles. Any fire on an exterior wall must be extinguished before it reaches the 
eaves and attic, or we lose the battle.  
Justification—Attic fires are notoriously difficult to extinguish. Attic spaces typi-
cally have limited stair access and vent portals, and they are often full of per-
sonal belongings that provide abundant fuel. When the attic is involved, crews 
must direct large-caliber aerial streams through small gable-end windows, 
which can result in significant water damage. 

9) What is the greatest collapse danger?
Plan of attack—A safety chief should inspect the dwelling for collapse dangers 
and cordon off any unstable portions. At night, crews will need floodlights to 
illuminate the entire area; spotlights can pinpoint particular areas of concern. 
Justification—Ceilings represent the most common collapse danger, along 
with porches, cornices and chimneys, with ceilings in the fire room or the hall-
way happening most frequently. Chunks of wet plaster or plasterboard can fall 
on firefighters advancing a hoseline. A hose stream can sometimes knock down 
plaster, but water-soaked plaster can collapse as firefighters move beneath it. 
Injury severity depends on the plaster’s thickness, the height from which it drops 
and the quality/function of the firefighter’s helmet.  

A suspended-ceiling collapse is more dangerous if the ceiling is held 
together by a heavy framework, which can trap firefighters as the flames con-
tinue to grow. 

The front porch becomes a collapse danger when flames blowing out the 
front door and windows weaken the porch roof where it attaches to the build-
ing. This area can collapse as firefighters make their way into the house.  After 
the fire is extinguished, the porch’s roof can become overloaded if firefighters 
exit the second floor for fresh air. 

The top portion of an old, weathered brick chimney can easily collapse 
under the force of a hose stream, raining a massive load of bricks down on 
firefighters working below. 

Decorative cornices over doors and windows present another collapse 
hazard. Fire can easily destroy a cornice’s connections to the structure, and 
firefighters directing a hoseline through a window below a cornice might be 
injured if the overhang collapses.   
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10) What is this fire’s worst-case scenario?
Plan of attack—Flashover is the worst-case scenario at dwelling fires. If respond-
ers suspect flashover, either due to superheated smoke or signs of rollover, 
there are several actions to take: 
1) Close the door to the fire room until the hose team is ready to advance; 2) 
Coordinate window and door venting with hoseline advancement; 3) Conduct 
primary search only under the protection of the advancing hoseline.  
Justification—Flashover is a sudden deadly fire event that traps and kills fire-
fighters each year. When a room flashes over, it can reach temperatures exceed-
ing 1,000 degrees F. Anyone in the room will perish, and fire extinguishment 
becomes more difficult and dangerous. 

Battle Plan Take-Aways
Fires in two-and-a-half- story dwellings are particularly dangerous because: 

1. They typically have a large, open stairway from the cellar to the top 
floor, which allows fire and smoke to spread

2. There are no exits from second-floor bedrooms, so trapped occupants 
must jump from windows to escape.

3. The first floor often features a wide-open design, which allows smoke 
and fire to grow and spread.

4. The rooms contain synthetic furnishings that rapidly generate copious 
heat and petroleum-rich smoke, which can quickly obscure vision and 
trigger flashover. 

The firefighter’s action plan for a dwelling is the same as in any building: 
We want to extinguish the fire, save lives and, whenever possible, save prop-
erty. However, an additional element of fighting fires in dwellings is to stop the 
fires spread into the attic. If fire reaches the attic, we lose the battle, and we 
can consider our operations a failure.  

Chief Vincent Dunn, FDNY (ret.), is a 40-year veteran. He is the 
author of “Collapse of Burning Buildings” (Fire Engineering, 
Revised 2010); “Safety and Survival on the Fireground” (Fire 
Engineering, 1992); “Command and Control of Fires and Emer-
gencies” (Fire Engineering, 2000); and his most recent textbook 
“Strategy of Firefighting” (Fire Engineering, 2007). He can be  
contacted at vincentdunn@earthlink.net. Visit him online at 
www.vincentdunn.com.
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