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THE SURVIVOR MINDSET: 
VETERANS, MILITARY & EMERGENCY SERVICES MEMBERS   

STRUGGLING WITH UNRESOLVED STRESS 
 

 

TRAGIC EVENTS 

As members of the emergency services we often see people on the worst days of their lives; 

that is a given, a part of our job.  Emergency service workers are the front line response to a 

community’s worst carnage. There is no doubt that the incidents you respond to can be highly 

stressful.  They can leave a lasting impression on a person. We all know that you are healthy 

and strong. We know that you may work out both on and off the job. We also know that you 

are well trained.  As in the military, emergency services personnel are constantly training.  

Why than are work related difficulties affecting us so much?  

They affect us because we are ALL human. Despite our protective equipment, despite our 

training, under the uniform is a living, breathing, thinking, feeling, human being. 

We have recently experienced a seemingly large number of tragic events in the U.S. and 

Canada. Such events are difficult to process and challenge our resiliency, both as individuals 

and as a people.  But let us remember, you/we, have overcome past tragedies, and with faith, 

optimism and action, we will overcome our present struggles. 

Most humans tend to view disasters as uncommon events, while experience shows that 

catastrophes are actually the norm and stable systems the outliers.  As military personnel and 

emergency service personnel you are often exposed to tragic events in the course of your work 

day, and you may actually see these tragic events as more the norm than does the general 

public. Dr. Michael Larrinaga of Oklahoma University stated in a recent article that, “Many 

modern energy, industrial, transportation, health care, telecommunications, and political 

systems are highly vulnerable to small changes that propagate and develop into major 

disasters. The systemic tendency to unravel, decay uncontrollably, or move from order to 

disorder (e.g. disaster) is a characteristic of all natural and human-made systems and is defined 

by Newton’s Second Law of thermodynamics as ‘entropy’.”  
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Just as tragic events can evoke thoughts of anger and revenge; human suffering also evokes 

feelings of compassion and respect. After every disaster we hear how neighbors/victims came 

together to form strong bonds. We hear terms like “Boston Strong,” “OKstrong,” and “Vermont 

Strong.”  

We hear people saying things like “In this town we are a strong people, we will get through 

this.”  “This is what we in the great State of_____ do, we come together to help each other.”   

We hear this all the time and to me this proves that we are indeed a strong Nation and a 

resilient people.  This coming together of neighbors, of victims; this connecting and talking and 

helping one another, helps us to process a tragic event.  

With tragic events happening all too often it is easy to become angry.  However, by connecting 

with others, one can talk through things and become more adept to taking care of oneself and 

others. We also know that there is a reason we are called a brotherhood. We depend upon one 

another at the scene, and can, hopefully, off the job as well. 

We all need to connect with others.  We need to reach out to those with similar experiences.  

We should not keep our feelings bottled up inside of us. We’re here today; we’re reaching out, 

we are connecting (hopefully).  This is a great start. To me this is showing professionalism in 

approaching the challenges we, or someone we work with, may be silently suffering with. 

Let me assure you, human suffering is nothing new.  We can look at The Book of Job or the Four 

Distressing Sights of Siddhartha (Buddha). There is universality to suffering.  

In his Encyclical ‘Salvifici Doloris’,  the now Saint John Paul II wrote, “People who suffer become 

similar to one another through the analogy of their situation, the trial of their destiny, or 

through their need for understanding and care, and perhaps above all through the persistent 

question of the meaning of suffering.”   

Now I am not here to answer the great mystery of suffering for I don’t know.  Nor am I here to 

say it is easy to rebuild lives; it’s not. That much I do know.  I know something else as well, and 

that is that we are all pretty much the same, subject to similar feelings, successes and failings. 

We all love, hurt, hope, and dream.  As brothers and sisters in uniform we should be able to rely 

on each other; not just on-scene, but back at the station, and off duty & off the job as well. 
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I’m sure everyone is familiar with the reality TV show ‘Cops’. The theme song for “Cops” is “Bad 

Boys”.  I realize that the song is referring to the bad guys, however, do we not all think of 

ourselves as somewhat of a badass, kicking down doors and taking names?    

We all know that where the rubber hits the road, it is us, not the actors and the stunt people; we are 

the real thing.   We go running into real situations that everyone is running away from.  We 

fight and risk your lives to save those you have never met and those who may not necessarily 

like you. However, we are mostly seen as heroes by the public.  

As first responders, police, firefighters, and paramedics, we have our own subculture, our own 

rules and our own language. We are strong. We are tough; we are other people’s heroes. We 

are not going to show anyone any weaknesses we may have. We are not going to be labelled by 

co-workers as high maintenance; we are not going to risk our careers by being anything but 

ready and reliable. 

We may not think that we need to talk about things and that we are 10 ft tall and bullet proof. 

Yet many of us seem to struggle with issues internally.  We struggle to make sense out of things 

we have seen or maybe had to do. We struggle with ourselves, we struggle with our spouses 

with our children; the people we love the most.   

While I was on the job my wife and daughter always gave me time to come down when I came 

home from work. I would take that time to prepare my uniform for the next day and to 

transition from work mode to family mode. However this did not always work and sometimes I 

was just not a nice person. My family didn’t need that, nor do you or your family. 

Over the years we have learned that Critical Incident Stress Debriefing has proved to be helpful, 

not only for victims, but also for emergency workers.  When I was on the job this was 

something new and not taken very seriously by the guys on the floor; we were not going to 

show anyone any perceived weaknesses. Actually back then it was more of an incident debrief, 

addressing operational procedures and not so much personal issues.   

I am in favor of incident debriefs first being done within the crew/group by a supervisor. These 

can look not only at operational procedures at the scene but also be an opportunity to share 

feelings within the safety of the crew/group. If needed, further assistance can be made 

available by our Agencies. 
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What about US not wanting to show any perceived “weakness”? 

Remember we are professionals. And as professionals we need to be aware of any and all issues 

affecting your performance. Without becoming fixated on the side effects of job stress, we 

need to ALL be cognizant of it so we can effectively deal with it and defend ourselves from it. 

When I was in the U.S. Navy my MOS was Hospital Corpsman, more specifically Field Medical 

Technician.  The Marines we worked with however, just called us ‘Doc’.  In the field, whenever 

the Marines needed medical care we were it.  As ‘Doc’ I took care of ‘My Marines’ and they 

took care of ‘their Doc’.   

Just so you know, the U.S. Marines are under the umbrella of the Department of the Navy and 

they do not have their own medical personnel, they use Navy medical personnel. I was attached 

to HMH-463 of the 1st. Marine Air Wing. HMH-463 stood for Helicopter Marine Heavy –

Squadron 463, who, at the time I was with them, was deployed to Marble Mountain, US Marine 

Air Base in South Vietnam. This was just outside of the City of Da Nang; often called Rocket City 

due to the numerous enemy rocket attacks on the city. This was an adrenalin rush I could have 

done without. In Vietnam in 1971-72 we didn’t have anything like CISD. The old saying was, “Go 

tell it to the Chaplain.” That wasn’t always easy or practical. Accordingly, when we got off shift 

we would often just drink until we fell down. The next day we would get up and do it all over 

again. Please remember this occurred in a war zone and I do not recommend it to anyone; as it 

didn’t help. 

Now further to being a professional, as I just indicated we ALL need to be aware of issues 

affecting our performance as a team member and more specifically being aware of possible job 

stress, critical incident stress, compassion fatigue and PTSD. 

We cannot change the details of an incident or the trauma it might cause us. However, we can 

change how we deal with it. This is where Cognitive Processing Therapy, Prolonged Exposure 

Therapy, Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing play an important role in moving on. 

With this type of support one may: 

 Learn about the symptoms and how treatment can help; 

 Be more aware of your thoughts and feelings; 

 Learn skills to challenge your thoughts & feelings (Cognitive Restructuring); 
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 Better understand the common changes in beliefs that occur after going through 

trauma. 

Mostly what I am saying here is that we need to be in touch with ourselves. We need to be 

aware of how certain incidents and events are affecting us. Talk to your spouse, your best 

friend, your pastor. Don’t bottle it up inside; it will only cause a BLEVE. 

BAD BOYS BEYOND HOPE 

So we’ve established that we experience trauma on the job on a regular basis.  

We have established that we are physically strong and we are healthy.  

We have established that we are well trained.  

So why are we here?  

Why do we silently struggle with issues of meaning?  

Are we not good enough?  

Do we not have the ‘right stuff’? 

Let us approach this by talking a bit now about men in general.  Since the 1970s men have been 

disproportionally represented among many problem populations.  Some of the popular thought 

has been that men are animalistic, too aggressive, and too violent, devalue women and are 

homophobic. Gone are the days when men were, well, just men. Since the modern feminism of 

the 1960s, men and masculinity have been subject to a constant redefining and reshaping; and 

for a while it appeared that we were simply bad boys beyond hope.  

There have been a host of studies examining male roles and masculine norms (Don’t you just 

love studies?) along with a plethora of articles written on the subject. Anyone and everyone in 

sports, on television and in Hollywood seems to have an opinion of how a real man is supposed 

to behave. No wonder so many of us are confused today about what it is to be a man.  

I suppose that they do mean well, but many of them just don’t have the expertise to speak on 

the subject. The last few years have been especially difficult and it is challenging to be on our 

best behavior. With all the trauma we deal with at work, not to mention political antics, sports 

fiascos, and Hollywood...well, Hollywood just being Hollywood, where is one to find any good 

news? We are all too often bombarded with terrible examples of manhood.  In all of this 

nonsense where is one to find positive role models?   I will get to that later in this talk. 
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Now I don’t profess to be an expert on masculinity, however I have been a male for the last 60 

plus years, so I do have some experience that way. I am also happily married as well as a proud 

parent.  Oh, and I also have a couple of degrees in related subjects. Therefore, I wish to throw 

my two cents into the mix. 

The fact is that most people are not bad at all.  WE are ALL good enough.  And there is hope for 

us.  As Thomas Merton wrote in his book, “No Man is an Island”, No matter how ruined man 

and his world may seem to be, and no matter how terrible man’s despair may become, as long 

as he continues to be a man his very humanity continues to tell him that life has meaning.” 

Merton goes on to say, “That, indeed, is one reason why man tends to rebel against himself.” 

As I said a couple of minutes ago many of us struggle with ourselves. We are all searching for 

meaning, and our purpose is to discover that meaning for ourselves. 

I strongly believe that we are barraged daily with enough advertising and psychobabble to turn 

anyone’s mind to mush.  We are numbed down and dumbed down by a tremendous amount of 

data and hype. (I personally think more hype than actual data).  It’s not surprising then that 

many of us are just herded along like cattle being led to slaughter. 

Corporations and media are attempting to bully us into believing what they want us to believe, 

and to behave how they want us to behave. Accordingly, it is rather easy to be led astray, to be 

deceived, by so-called public opinion. I say ‘so-called’ because I don’t really believe that many 

of us actually subscribe to these public opinion ‘opinions’.  

Corporations, media, and big government tend to work from the premise that by making men 

more feminine, it makes it easier for them to control us, instil fear in us, and make money from 

us.  

As a NASCAR fan, at one point in my life I thought that all my problems could be fixed if I just 

burned Sunoco gasoline, used Raybestos Brakes in my car and drank Budweiser. Who knew it 

could be so easy? 

However, to swallow and follow, whether old doctrine or new propaganda, according to 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman, is a weakness still dominating the human mind. We must take 

responsibility for the free will that we were all given. 
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Now before the Chiefs and other senior officers start getting upset please allow me to clarify 

my position. I am speaking here of critical thinking, not rebelling or disobeying orders.  At an 

emergency scene we do not have time to debate the issues; we need to act on orders from our 

supervisors.  

What I am saying is that, at the end of each day, we should take a little time to reflect on the 

day, to look at what we did right and what we could have done better, to reflect on our beliefs 

and how we are living our lives.  Critical thinking is thinking that questions assumptions. It is 

reasonable and reflective thinking.   

JUST WHAT IS A MAN? 

It has been said that clothes don’t make the man. Henry David Thoreau wrote: “A man who has 

at length found something to do will not need a new suit to do it in...” He further wrote, “I say 

beware of all enterprises that require new clothes, and not rather a new wearer of clothes.” 

Please note that I’m not speaking here about uniforms or personal protective equipment.  

I was proud to wear the uniform. My wife always told me that I stood a little taller and 

straighter when I put on my uniform.  

It has also been said that “Until a man knows he’s a man, he will keep trying to prove that he is 

one.” But just what is a man? Is it pure muscle? Is it a square chin and a steely gaze? Is it 

knowledge or sensitivity? Maybe it’s all of these things, for men come in all shapes and sizes.  

In the locker room, and at a young age, we learned that masculinity was measured by 

conquests and that innocence was mocked.  Although some may still try to live by that way of 

thinking, it is hoped that one knows that there is more to masculinity that that.  

A dictionary will tell us that a man is an adult male person, distinguished from a boy or a 

woman.  A male having qualities considered typical of men or appropriately masculine, such as 

strength and/or courage. Interestingly, it also refers to an adult male servant, a follower, an 

attendant, or subordinate. Think now not just as your role in the emergency services but also of 

your role as a spouse, as a parent, as a friend, is this not part of these roles, to serve others? 

We are not bad boys beyond hope. There is hope for us.  

Somewhere between Hegemonic masculinity and the Metrosexual male there lays real men, 

authentic men; men with substance, men who have character and are not just characters. Men 
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with inner strength, honor, and integrity; a man true to his word and with a solid handshake. 

The truth is that these traits make up the heartwood of most men. It’s just that somewhere 

between home and the marketplace these traits become somewhat subdued. As I said we are 

bombarded daily with psychobabble. 

Society has always seemed to place much emphasis on the surface; on the outer appearance. 

However, we fail to attend to the actual substance, or lack thereof, in our lives.  We see a great 

building, we see its lines, we see how it uses and reflects light, we see its outer beauty, yet we 

fail to concern ourselves with its great foundation and inner strength. As society we wrap 

ourselves in the latest fashion, we drive the hottest cars, and purchase the latest electronic 

devices. We want to have all this ‘stuff’, all the while failing to see our growing distance from 

the ground and the cracks beginning to form in the true mantel of our character. 

I want to touch here on trees, not so much from a botanical point of view but from the 

standpoint of their majesty, strength and character; from what we can learn from them. 

While driving home one fall day a couple of years ago I could not help but be enthralled by the 

brilliant colors of the trees along Central Avenue of the small town where I live. This first 

occurred as a splash of light and color came rushing through the sunroof of my SUV. 

Now I’m not really big on ‘bling’, the sunroof came with the vehicle, but now I really enjoy it. 

After many years of study, after many ups and downs in my life, this sunroof has come along as 

a reminder of the difference between reality and mere images. This sunroof has symbolically 

provided me a form of exit from Plato’s cave.   

Accordingly, I am now climbing (again) out of Plato’s cave, where all one could see was mere 

images, and into the light of reality.  I am breaking the chains that previously held me captive to 

‘so-called’ popular beliefs and the images of the world that the popular media and the 

corporations wanted me to see. Don’t get me wrong, I am not turning against society, for we 

must all live within society. However, I am looking beyond mere images for reality, a life that is 

honest and true: doing a little critical thinking, a little introspection. 

These trees greatly captured my attention, causing me to pull over and admire them; to stop 

and smell the trees, so to speak. 

Trees are beautiful to look at; yet there is much more to them than just beautiful leaves. 
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Trees are calming, they provide shade, and they provide oxygen and moisture. Trees have 

positive environmental impacts by taking in carbon dioxide and releasing oxygen, by 

intercepting rainfall and reducing land erosion. 

Further, trees can provide us with emotional benefits. In fact, studies have shown that hospital 

patients with a window view of trees recover slightly faster and with fewer complications than 

those patients without a window view of trees. 

Basically trees are made up of 5 layers; an outer bark, an inner bark, a cambium cell layer, 

sapwood and heartwood. As trees have several layers so too do people. 

A trees outer bark is what protects the tree from the outside world. As humans, our outer bark 

is the image we project; our persona. However, we cannot allow our outer bark, our image, our 

persona, to become so thick that it obstructs out heartwood. 

The heartwood is the central supporting layer of the tree, and our heartwood is our inner 

strength, our character; our essence. 

Now consider this, a bag of leaves is as light as balloons, and this indicates to me that all our 

outer ‘stuff’, our image, has no real weight, no actual merit in the end; it’s just external dressing 

that has little substance. Trees are more than just leaves and we are more than just projected 

images. 

Being a Vermont boy, I grew up surrounded by roughly 50 species of trees and I have always 

felt their living presence. I believe that men should reflect the calm, quiet strength of trees; 

anchored to the earth while still reaching toward the sky.  

As Thomas Merton also wrote: “Many poets are not poets for the same reason that many 

religious men are not saints: they never succeed in being themselves...” Merton goes on to say 

they waste their years in vein trying to be someone else. With all the hype thrown at us daily, it 

is easy to get caught up in the external, in the material and lose one’s true self. We all need to 

stop and smell the trees; and do a little critical thinking. 

For those of us who believe in God, trees give glory to God by being what they were created to 

be, trees. We can give glory to God by being who we are; by being our true selves and not 

worrying about being the man others think you should be. 
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One needs to explore foundational reality; to think about whom and what you are for and 

against.  In essence I am speaking of the character of authentic masculinity, of what makes us 

who we really are, not trying to be someone else, but of the true substance of a real man. 

Working in emergency services and or in the military is a demanding profession. Members must 

possess a multitude of skills and talents, as well as a personal character to properly and 

respectfully represent the profession. 

While there are dozens of necessary traits required for work in the emergency services a recent 

article by Tony Vitalie lists ten; which I will mention here. These also could be used to address 

authentic masculinity.  

1. Integrity: Honest, trustworthy, reliable and accountable. The public trusts us to do our 

job, to protect their property and their lives. (No pressure here.) We must also be able 

to trust each other.  

2. Physical fitness:  The ability to perform the physical tasks of the job. Health and fitness 

are essential and must become a part of your lifestyle. 

3. Communication: Good people skills, articulate. Clear, intelligent, courteous and open 

communication is essential. You must also be an active listener. 

4. Flexibility / Adaptability: Low maintenance, able to work under stress, compromising, 

able to adapt and overcome. (Also a trait that parents need.) 

5. Dedication: Passion, pride, heart, desire, drive, competence, work ethic. A general 

passion for the work. 

6. Team Player: Others are always relying on you to do your job and do it effectively. Just 

as with a sports team, when one person fails to do his job the whole team starts to 

break down. 

7. Mechanical Aptitude: Good with technical problem solving. 

8. Public Image – Conscious:  As public servants you must always maintain a good public 

image. 

9. Tolerance: Understanding, compassionate, level-headed, thick-skinned. Exercising 

tolerance will help you maintain your sanity; make for a happier work environment for 

you and everyone else around you. It’s called a brotherhood for a reason. 
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10. Self-sacrifice: Courageous, giving. Self-sacrifice means that you are equally concerned 

with the well being of others as much as you are with your own well being. If you 

weren’t I don’t believe you’d be in the profession you’re in. 

None of us have just one life directing quality; the foundations of our personalities have several 

important qualities which make us who we are. We each have different talents which, when 

properly used, all seem to fit together nicely into a community.  

For man to survive, for our Nation to remain strong, we must not forget the Christian moral 

foundation and values upon which our nation was built. These are values that were shared and 

handed down from generation to generation. Values like honesty and integrity. Values like 

personal responsibility and accountability. Values like humility, compassion, and forgiveness. 

I strongly believe that most of us maintain a basic set of Christian values. 

There are six pillars of character that you may be familiar with: 

Trustworthiness, Respect, Responsibility, Fairness, Caring, and Citizenship. 

Do you have these pillars of character? 

These are a good place to start when searching for authentic masculinity. 

We all know that materialism is epidemic in much of the world today. But as Billy Graham once 

said, “When we lose wealth, nothing is lost; when health is lost, something is lost; when 

character is lost, all is lost.” 

We are talking today about PTSD and this may be something many of us may refuse to 

acknowledge as it can easily be a career killer. But let us realise that we are all pretty much the 

same; we love, we hurt, we rejoice, we try our best. We all experience the same feelings that 

make us human and let us know that we are alive. 

Education about Cumulative Stress and PTSD is vital to our well-being, our families and our 

careers.  We need to remove that stigma in the emergency services that makes seeking help a 

sign of weakness.  

The DSM defines trauma as an extremely traumatic event where one is at risk of death, injury 

or physical harm; where any of the previous events are witnessed having been done to another 

individual; the exposure of such traumatic events having already happened (such as an 
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unexpected death); or the threat of substantial harm to someone within the individuals’ family 

of social circle. 

Accordingly, I see Post Traumatic Stress however, as a natural reaction to an unnatural 

situation. PTSD then, may be seen as the persistence of a natural process beyond its natural 

time frame for resolution.   

The cardinal features of PTSD are trauma-specific symptoms of intrusion, avoidance, and 

physical arousal.   

As emergency service personnel we see and experience trauma in Others on a regular basis and 

it can shatter our three basic life assumptions:  

1. I am safe. 

2. Life is fair, and equitable. 

3. I’m a good person. 

This in turn can lead one to question everything we’ve ever known, including ones self. 

As I said I am not here to answer the great mystery of suffering nor am I saying that it is easy to 

rebuild lives; it’s not, I know, for I too have been wounded by past events. What I am saying is 

that we can get through tragic events. We have survived catastrophic events in the past and we 

will survive present ones.  

We can start by breathing. Tragic events can take out breath away. We must focus on 

breathing; start by taking a few deep and calming breaths. 

We need to also connect with others, to reach out to others who are going through the tragedy 

with us. Talk, touch, hug, and cry, it all helps. 

Help others where possible as this will help you deal with the issues of the event. 

And don’t forget to eat! And not just junk; eat well balanced meals ~ your body needs the 

nutrition to heal from the stress of these events. 

‘The sun will come up tomorrow; it may still be raining, but above the rain 

clouds the sun is shining’. 

Bruce Lacillade, M.Div. 
July  27, 2014 
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