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About the Task Force
The Texas Line of Duty Death
Task Force provides excellent,
compassionate, and immediate
care to first responders (LE, fire,
and EMS) who have been injured
in the line of duty (including
psychological injuries) and to the
families and agencies of those who
have died in the line of duty,
cancer, or by suicide.

We believe in giving full respect to
the dignity of each individual that
we work with, whether it be a
family member, an officer, or a
rank-and-file first responder. Our
wish is to show honor to the fallen
(both injured and those who have
died) in the work that we do.

The Task Force provides benefits
assistance, social services,
resources, referral services, and
long-term care and assistance to
the families and agencies in order
to ensure that they are fully
supported as they face life that
has been forever altered.
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What Is Stress ?

H

ave you ever found yourself in a
situation where your to-do list
seems endless, your co-worker is
being a jerk, or you just got told you
are working mandatory overtime, and
you find yourself saying ‘This is
stressing me out!’? But what is stress
really, and how does it affect us?
Firstly, let’s debunk one myth: stress is
not necessarily a ‘bad’ thing. Without
this brilliant ability to experience
stress, humankind wouldn’t have
survived.
Our cavemen ancestors, for example,
used the onset of stress to alert them
to a potential danger, such as a sabertoothed tiger. Through the release of
hormones such as adrenaline, cortisol
and norepinephrine, the caveman
gained a rush of energy, which
prepared him to either fight the tiger
or run away. That heart pounding, fast
breathing sensation is the adrenaline;
as well as a boost of energy, it enables
us to focus our attention so we can
quickly respond to the situation.

In the modern world, the ‘fight or
flight’ mode can still help us survive
dangerous situations, for example,
reacting swiftly to a person running in
front of our car by slamming on the
brakes.
The challenge is when our body goes
into a state of stress in inappropriate
situations. When blood flow is going
only to the most important muscles
needed to fight or flee, brain function
is minimized. This can lead to an
inability to ‘think straight’; a state that
is a great hindrance in both our work
and home lives. If we are kept in a
state of stress for long periods, it can
be detrimental to our health. The
results of having elevated cortisol
levels can be an increase in sugar and
blood pressure levels, and a decrease
in libido.

FIGHT
When your body goes into a state of stress, you
may feel agitated and aggressive towards
others. This is because our bodies naturally go
into a state of “fight”, which can be a helpful
reaction to ward off predators. In most
situations of our modern day lives, however, it
can negatively affect friendships, relationships
and even ruin reputations.

AGRESSION

FLIGHT
Another natural reaction is to go into a state of
“flight”, which can be a useful mode of survival,
for example, when we find ourselves in
dangerous surroundings. In everyday life,
however, we are often unable to run away and
when we do, we realize that the stressor is
quick to catch up with us.

RUN AWAY

FREEZE
For some people, becoming stressed sets the
stage for ‘dysregulation’. In this case, the energy
mobilized by the perceived threat gets "locked"
into the nervous system and we ‘freeze’. This
response sometimes reveals itself when we
breathe. Holding our breath and shallow
breathing in stressful situations are both forms
of freeze. The occasional deep sigh is the nervous
system catching up on its oxygen intake.

Deer in the
headlights

recognizing stress

A useful analogy to explain stress is

that of a bridge. When a bridge is
carrying too much weight, it will
eventually collapse. However, before
this happens it is possible to see the
warning signs, such as bowing, buckling
or creaking. The same principle can be
applied to human beings. It is usually
possible to spot early warning signs of
excessive pressure that could lead to
breakdown.

That ‘bridge collapse’ in a human being
can take many forms:
Mental and Emotional Breakdown
Taking one’s own life
Serious health issues including:
Cardiovascular disease: The
heart is the ﬁrst organ in the
body to experience stress. The
No. 1 killer on the planet today is
heart disease and it’s no
coincidence that as we ﬁnd
ourselves living under higher and
higher levels of stress the
instance of heart disease is
increasing.

Stress has a profound impact on how your
body’s systems function. Health experts are
still sorting out whether stress actually causes
cancer. Yet there’s little doubt that it promotes
the growth and spread of some forms of the
disease. Put simply, stress makes your body
more hospitable to cancer.
Stroke: Stress can cause a rise in blood
pressure. The main cause of haemorrhagic
stroke is high blood pressure, which can
weaken the arteries in the brain and make them
prone to split or rupture.s.
The key message is that if we are able to recognize
when we have too much demand on our bridge
then we can take action to prevent ourselves from
getting anywhere near the bridge collapsing, which
thankfully most of us will never experience or see.
Some signs of a bowing and buckling bridge to look
out for:
Being more accident prone
Forgetting things
Showing a negative change in mood or
ﬂuctuations in mood
Avoiding certain situations or people
Using more negative or cynical language
Becoming withdrawn
Showing a prolonged loss of sense of humor
Becoming increasingly irritable or shorttempered Having more arguments and disputes
A tendency to suffer from headaches, nausea,
aches and pains, tiredness and poor sleeping
patterns Indecisiveness and poor judgement
A problem with drinking or drug taking
Looking haggard or exhausted all the time

How Stress Affects Us
One of the difficulties with stress is that
people experience it in different ways. This
contributes to stress manifesting
differently as well. So it would be wrong to
overgeneralize when giving advice on how
to identify stress in others. However, what
we can say is that because stress has
negative effects, it will usually manifest
itself one way or another.
It isn’t always possible to prevent stress,
especially for emergency responders and
their loved ones, so a key action in order to
minimize risk is to identify stress-related
problems as early as possible, so that
action can be taken before serious stressrelated illness occurs.
There will be changes in the stressed
person. These changes may be emotional,
physical or behavioral, or a combination of
all three. So the key thing is to look out
for negative changes of any kind. Bear in
mind that the negative changes are also
likely to have knock-on effects e.g. reduced
performance at work.

Of course, we all experience ‘bad days’, so
we are really talking about situations
where people display these negative
changes for a period of time
(e.g. 5 days in a row). First responders
who are experiencing chronic stress can
be susceptible to having negative
reactions for a longer period of time.
Prolonged stress undoubtedly makes
people ill. It is now known to contribute
to heart disease, high blood pressure
(cardiac issues is the number one cause of
death for first responders), it affects the
immune system, is linked to strokes, IBS
(Irritable Bowel Syndrome), ulcers,
diabetes, muscle and joint pain,
miscarriage, allergies, alopecia and even
premature tooth loss.
The ﬁrst step should be to look at
ourselves and to understand how we react
to stress. Once we are mindful of the
effects of stress in ourselves, we are in a
better position to recognize it in others.

COGNITIVE
Memory problems
Poor judgement
Inability to concentrate
Indecisiveness
EMOTIONAL
Frustration
Aggressive
Judgemental
Depression
Mood swings Irritability
PHYSICAL
Frequent colds
Teeth grinding
Headaches & migraines
Chest pain
Rapid heartbeat
Aches and pains
BEHAVIORAL
Loss of sense of humor
Demotivated
Loss of pride in appearance
Increase intake in alcohol,
cigarettes and caffeine to
relax
Isolating yourself from others
Sleeping too little or too much

Stress At Home
Stress is different for everyone. It all depends on the individual and their
circumstances. For instance, some may ﬁnd great comfort in their home setting, while
others thrive being in other settings.
Although everyone’s stressors are different, we all still encounter stress throughout
our entire lives. We can’t avoid it: situations arise on a day-to-day basis which make
physical, mental and emotional demands on us. There may be decisions that need
to be made, deadlines that need to be met and lessons to be learned. And the
pressure of protecting and serving the community, especially during times of crisis or
disaster can tip the scale when it comes to stress overload.
Pressure itself is not always bad – in fact, many excel under pressure - but when
demands exceed a person’s ability to cope, problems can arise. Demands from the job.
Demands from family and friends. Demands from other areas of life. At this point, we
need to make changes to our stress levels, either by reducing pressures or by learning
coping strategies, or ideally a combination of the two.
When our bodies interpret a situation as dangerous or threatening, feelings of
tension, apprehension and worry occur. They may also be accompanied by physical
changes associated with anxiety, such as trembling, palpitations, dizziness, tremors,
etc.

The major reason for stress is signiﬁcant change that requires adaptation. The
most common causes are environmental (for example moving) or technological
(for example being constantly connected to devices). Internal conﬂicts can
also cause stress. For instance, if you have an internal dialogue swinging
between ‘I want’ and ‘I shouldn’t’, or ‘I don’t want to’ versus ‘I should’.

Examples of signiﬁcant change:
Studying for a promotion
The physical and emotional challenges of being an emergency responder
Moving
Change of relationship (getting egaged, married, divorced)
Having children
Relationship break downs
Illness
Losing loved ones
Disaster impacts on an individual/family (loss of property, etc)

WORK STRESS
Workplace stress is a serious issue for
first responders. It is an issue that has no
respect for position or seniority – it is
just as likely to affect a new recruit as
the commanding officers.
We are expected to work more double
shifts or mandatory overtime than ever
before, with many of us at the mercy of
‘24/7’ technology like emails on our
smartphones. This is leading to a growing
imbalance between our home and work
lives and can spiral into a vicious cycle
of
working longer and sleeping less. This,
in turn, reduces our ability to function
productively, meaning we have to work
even longer to ﬁnish all our tasks.
If you consider yourself stressed at work,
it is important to do something and try to
make changes. It is not worth risking
your health for your job. After all, noone at the end of their life ever said “I
wish I’d spent more time at work”.
If you work with a partner, or on a team,
it is also helpful to learn to recognize the
symptoms of stress in others and, if
necessary, refer the problem upwards to
someone who can deal with it. Not only
is it the ethical thing to do as you are
helping a co-worker, but it will also
beneﬁt you as you are improving your
working environment.

Recognizing Stress At Work
Certain factors at work may indicate
a potential problem:
An increase in absenteeism (sick
leave)
Presenteeism (attending work
while sick)
Leavism (taking leave to catch up
on work)
Arguments and disputes with coworkers
A tendency to work longer hours
or are not able to take breaks
A loss of sense of humor, replaced
by irritability
A decrease in work standards
Indecisiveness and poor
judgement
Slower reaction times
A problem with drinking or drug
taking
More accidents at work
A tendency to suffer from
headaches, nausea, aches and
pains, tiredness and poor sleeping
patterns

A GUIDE TO COMBATING STRESS
Focus on Your Sleep Health
Create a bedtime routine and stick
to it as much as possible
Make sleep a priority
Stay away from screens and blue
light at least an hour before
bedtime
Spend some time reading printed
materials
Speak with a physician if you are
having difficulty sleeping even
after trying to establish new sleep
routines

If You Are Ill, Rest
When you’re ill, working will tire your
body and prolong the illness. Recognize
you have limits and don’t carry on as if
you were ﬁring on all cylinders. Not
resting while you are ill prevents the
body from recovering and can cause
your illness to last longer.

Learn to Say No
Simple, but effective. Where a ‘no’ is
the appropriate response, say it
without guilt. ‘No’ also doesn’t have to
be a decline, it can also be a
‘negotiation opportunity’, e.g. “ I can’t
do that now, but I can ﬁt it in next
week”.

Work Off Stress By Working Out
Pressure or anger releases
adrenaline in the body. Exercise
helps to reduce it, and produces
‘good mood’ hormones in the
brain.
A walk, run, or weight lifting
routine will help burn stress. HIIT
workouts will do the same but in
less time.

Manage Your Time Optimally
Stress often results from difficulty
in coping with day-to-day problems
and conﬂicting responsibilities. A
useful strategy for dealing with a
sense of being overwhelmed by all
the things that need attention
is prioritizing between urgent and
emergent:
Make a list of all the things that you
need to do; list them in order of
genuine importance; note what you
need to do yourself and what can
be delegated to others; note what
needs to be done immediately, in
the next week or next month, etc.
Create time buffers to deal with
unexpected emergencies – this is a
great way to prepare and avoid
excess stress.
Arrange your workload to match
your energy levels, e.g. if
you know that you have an energy
boost in the mornings, use that time
for high energy or creative tasks
Hobbies
Activities outside of work and home
can be a great way to break up the
week and alleviate stress. If you don’t
know where to start then think about
what you enjoyed as a child, e.g.
reading, playing football, painting,
etc.

Avoid nicotine, alcohol, caffeine and reﬁned
sugar products
They are all stimulants, which prevent you from
feeling calm. If you are stressed, steer clear of
them. This can be difficult if you associate them
with relaxation or comfort. However, you can
beneﬁt from the sense of relaxation without
relying on the stimulant. For example:
When you go for a cigarette you usually walk
outside and away from anything that may be
stressing you out — try going outside for a
fresh air break instead
When you go for an alcoholic drink after a
long day, you also socialize with friends/family
and talk about what has bothered you
throughout the day. Talking about your
stressors can help get things out of your
system and in turn help you relax. Try
changing the setting and sit down with a cup
of tea to discuss whatever is bothering you
Going to make a cup of coffee or going to the
cupboard for a chocolate bar also gives you a
break from work, especially if you spend a lot
of time at your desk staring at a screen. Try
grabbing for fruit instead of biscuits or
chocolate, so you still give yourself a short
break without the negative effects of reﬁned
sugar and caffeine

Speak to Someone

We’ve all heard of the saying “a problem shared is
a problem halved” and, like most clichés, it’s founded on
a grain of truth. If you are troubled by something, don’t suppress it. Instead:
Speak to a friend or family member.
Speak to a chaplain, a pastor, or a clergy member
If your department has a peer team, visit with one of them
If there is a local critical incident management team, reach out to them to see if they
have a peer you can speak with
Seek help from your physician, a therapist, and/or a social worker
There are also many hotlines and phone apps that you can use to get connected with
someone you talk with. Here are some that you may find helpful:
Crisis Hotlines
Mental Health Services Administration’s (SAMHSA’s) Disaster Distress Helpline:
1-800-985-5990 or text TalkWithUs to 66746. (TTY 1-800 -846-8517)
National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 1-800-273-TALK (8255)
National Substance Use and Disorder Issues Referral and Treatment Hotline:
1-800-662-HELP (4357)
Fire/EMS Helpline: 1-888-731-FIRE (3473)
Safe Call Now for First Responders: 206 459-3020
CopLine: 800-267-5463
Serve & Protect: www.serveprotect.org/ or call 615-373-8000 for the crisis line
LGBT National Hotline- 888-843-4564
Phone Apps
ASK & Prevent Suicide – Easy steps to preventing suicide (iTunes) (Google Play)
Breathe2Relax– Stress management tools and exercises (iTunes) (Google Play)
Self-help Anxiety Management – Helps people manage anxiety (iTunes) (Google
Play)
Suicide Safer Home – Practical tips for parents and caregivers (iTunes) (Google Play)
Texas Veterans – Access local, state and national resources (iTunes) (Google Play)
Virtual Hope Box – Stores personal messages, information and pictures to promote
mental wellness and crisis support (iTunes) (Google Play

stress
doesn't
have to rule
your life

While positive or negative stress is a normal part
of life, it doesn't have to rule your life or damage
your health and well-being. Chronic stress can
lead to physical and mental health issues.
As a first responder, or a loved one of a first
responder, it's even more crucial for you to take
good care of yourself holistically. When your
body is healthy and strong, your mind will most
likely be healthy as well. When your care for
yourself psychologically and spiritual, you
strengthen your resiliency.
Addressing stress is one of the first things you
can do to keep yourself healthy on all levels.
Don't feel guilty about taking care of yourself
and sometimes putting your needs first. In order
for you to care for others, you need to care for
yourself first.

You matter

