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UNDERSTANDING
THE CORE
PRINCIPLES OF
COURAGE TO BE
SAFE ANSWERS

In the demanding and
unpredictable world of
firefighting  and
emergency  response,
safety is not merely a
set  of  protocols  to
follow; it  is  a mindset
that must be ingrained
into every aspect of an
organizat ion.  The
phrase "Courage to Be
Safe"  has  become  a
r a l l y i n g  c r y  f o r
departments  across
the  nat ion,  urging
personnel  to  prioritize

their  well-being  and
the well-being of their
crew  above  all  else.
F i nd ing  the  r i gh t
"Courage  To  Be  Safe
answers"  involves
more than memorizing
a checklist;  it  requires
a fundamental  shift  in
how we perceive  risk,
l e a d e r s h i p ,  a n d
p e r s o n a l
accountabil ity.
The  National  Fallen
Firefighters  Foundation
(NFFF)  developed  the
"Courage  to  Be  Safe"
program as part of its
broader  "Everyone
Goes Home" initiative.
This program does not
s u g g e s t  t h a t
firefighters  should
avoid  danger.  On  the
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c o n t r a r y ,  i t
acknowledges  the
inherent  risks  of  the
job.  The  true  courage
lies  in  the  ability  to
recogn ize  when  a
situation  has  become
untenable, to speak up
when  something  is
unsafe,  and  to  make
decisions  that  ensure
everyone  returns  to
their  families  at  the
end  of  the  shift.  This
article  explores  the
depth  of  "Courage  To
Be  Safe  answers,"
offering  insights  into
how  this  philosophy
c a n  b e  a p p l i e d
practically  to  improve
outcomes  and  save
lives.

The
Origin

and
Mission
Behind
the
Program
To  fu l ly  grasp  the
significance  of
"Courage  To  Be  Safe
answers,"  one  must
first  understand  the
program's origin. It was
born out of a need to
address the staggering
number of preventable
line-of-duty  deaths
(LODDs)  in  the  fire
service. Many of these
fatal it ies  were  not
caused  by  massive
structural  collapses  or
u n c o n t r o l l a b l e
wildfires,  but  by
common,  preventable
factors  such  as  heart
attacks,  lack of  fitness,
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and  r i sky  d r i v ing
behaviors.
T h e  p r o g r a m
c h a l l e n g e s  t h e
tradit ional  "hero"
mentality  that  often
glorifies  unnecessary
risk.  It  redefines
c o u r a g e  a s  t h e
willingness  to  adhere
to  safety  standards
even  under  extreme
pressure.  This  shift  in
perspective  is  the  first
and  mos t  c r i t i ca l
"answer"  the  program
provides:  safety  is
not  cowardice;  it  is
p r o f e s s i o n a l
d i s c i p l i n e .  B y
studying the data and
the  stor ies  behind
L O D D s ,  t h e  N F F F
distilled  its  findings
into  the  16  Firefighter
Life  Safety  Initiatives,
which  serve  as  the
b a c k b o n e  o f  t h e
"Courage  to  Be  Safe"
curriculum.

Decoding
the 16
Firefighte
r Life
Safety
Initiatives
The  "Courage  To  Be
Safe  answers"  are
largely  derived  from
these  16  initiatives.
They  are  not  abstract
c o n c e p t s  b u t
actionable  mandates
that  every  firefighter
and  officer  should
internalize. While a full
breakdown of all 16 is
extensive,  several  key
initiatives stand out as
c e n t r a l  t o  t h e
"courage"  concept.
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RISK MANAGEMENT
AND SCENE SAFETY

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
important "Courage To
Be  Sa fe  answers"
r e l a t e s  t o  r i s k
management.  The
initiative  states  that
fire  departments  must
a d o p t  a  r i s k
management  model
that  is  clearly  defined
and understood by all
members.  This  means
e v a l u a t i n g  t h e
potential  gain  of  an
operation  against  the
potential  loss  of  life.
Courage  here  means
having the fortitude to
declare  a  defensive
s t ra tegy  when  an
offensive  attack  is  too
dangerous,  even  if
there is public pressure
to "do more." It means
understanding  that  no
piece  of  property  is
worth  a  firefighter's
life.

Risk a lot to

save a lot:
Occupied
structure fires
where lives are
confirmed to be
in danger.
Risk a little to
save a little:
Saving a valued
but replaceable
asset like a
vehicle or shed.
Risk nothing to
save nothing:
Abandoned
structures with
no lives at stake.

Answering  the  call  to
"Be Safe" requires the
courage  to  apply  this
scale  honestly  and
immediately  upon
arrival on the scene.

ACCOUNTABILITY
AND MAYDAY
CULTURE

A n o t h e r  c r i t i c a l
component  i s  the
c u l t u r e  o f
accountabil ity  and
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mayday reporting.  For
years,  firefighters
hesitated  to  cal l  a
mayday  (a  distress
signal) due to pride or
fear  of  reprisal.  The
"Courage  To  Be  Safe
answers"  teach  that
calling a mayday is not
an admission of failure;
it is an act of survival.
It  requires  immense
courage  to  admit  you
are  lost,  trapped,  or
running  out  of  air .
Departments  must
foster  an  environment
where a mayday is met
with  an  immediate,
efficient  rescue
operation,  not  with
judgment  or  blame
later.  This  culture
extends to all  aspects
o f  t h e  j o b ,  f r o m
repor t i ng  unsa fe
apparatus to admitting
a  medical  limitation
dur ing  a  phys ica l
assessment.

Leadershi
p as the
Foundatio
n of
Safety
When  searching  for
"Courage  To  Be  Safe
answers,"  the  role  of
leadership  cannot  be
overstated.  Safety
culture  is  not  created
by  policy  alone;  it  is
modeled  by  behavior.
Company  officers,
battalion  chiefs,  and
training  instructors
mus t  embody  the
p r i n c i p l e s  o f  t h e
program every day.

THE COURAGE TO
INTERVENE

Effective  leadership
requires the courage to
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intervene.  This  is  one
o f  t h e  h a r d e s t
"Courage  To  Be  Safe
a n s w e r s "  t o
implement.  An  officer
must  be  wi l l ing  to
correct  a  firefighter
who  is  not  wearing
their  mask  properly,
driving  recklessly,  or
failing to hydrate. This
intervent ion  must
happen in the moment,
not  during  a  critique
later. Similarly, a junior
firefighter  must  have
the  courage  to  speak
up if they see a safety
violation from a senior
member. The "Courage
to  Be  Safe"  program
b r e a k s  d o w n  t h e
traditional  paramilitary
hierarchy  that  often
stifles  communication,
replacing  i t  with  a
cu l ture  o f  mutua l
respect and vigilance.

Personal
Responsi
bility and
Physical
Fitness
The  "Courage  To  Be
Safe  answers"  also
p l a c e  a  h e a v y
emphasis  on  personal
responsibil ity.  The
l e a d i n g  c a u s e  o f
firefighter LODDs is not
fire;  it  is  sudden
cardiac  arrest.  This  is
d i rec t ly  l inked  to
physical  fitness  and
lifestyle  choices.

Annual Medical
Evaluations:
Having the
courage to get a
physical and
accept the
results, even if it



Courage To Be Safe Answers 7

7

means being put
on light duty.
Health and
Wellness:
Committing to a
fitness regimen
that goes beyond
the minimum
union standards.
Behavioral
Health:
Acknowledging
the mental toll of
the job and
seeking help for
PTSD, substance
abuse, or stress.

It takes courage to look
in the mirror and admit
that  you  are  out  of
shape  or  struggling
mentally. The program
provides  the  answers
a n d  t h e  s u p p o r t
system  to  address
these  issues  head-on,
not bury them under a
helmet.

Training:
The Non-
Negotiabl
e Pillar
You cannot have safety
without  proficiency,
and  you  cannot  have
proficiency  without
training.  "Courage  To
Be  Safe  answers"  are
often  found  in  the
repetition of skills until
they  become  muscle
m e m o r y .  W h e n  a
firefighter  is  well-
trained, they are safer
because they can focus
o n  t h e  c h a n g i n g
cond i t i ons  o f  the
emergency rather than
struggling  with  basic
tool  operations.

REALISTIC AND
FREQUENT DRILLS

The courage to be safe
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means  demanding
realistic  training.  It
means conducting live-
fire  evolutions  in  a
c o n t r o l l e d
e n v i r o n m e n t ,
p r a c t i c i n g  r a p i d
i n t e r v e n t i o n
techniques  until  they
are  flawless,  and
simulating  mayday
scenarios  regularly.
Departments  must
have  the  courage  to
dedicate  budget  and
t i m e  t o  t r a i n i n g ,
v i e w i n g  i t  a s  a n
investment  in  survival
r a t h e r  t h a n  a n
interruption  to  the
watch.

Implemen
ting the
Answers

in Your
Departme
nt
Knowing the "Courage
To Be Safe answers" is
only  half  the  battle.
The real challenge lies
in  implementation.
H o w  d o e s  a
department move from
talking about safety to
living it?

STEP 1: CONDUCT A
CULTURAL AUDIT

Before  you  can  fix
problems,  you  must
i d e n t i f y  t h e m .  A
cultural  audit  involves
anonymous  surveys,
honest  discussions,
and a review of  near-
miss reports. The goal
is  to  find  the  gaps
b e t w e e n  t h e
department's  stated
safety  policy  and  the
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r e a l i t y  o f  h o w
operations  actually
run. This process itself
requires  courage  from
the  administration,  as
they must be prepared
to  hear  uncomfortable
truths.

STEP 2: EMBRACE
THE "NEAR MISS"
REPORT

The  fire  service  has
adopted the concept of
the "near miss" report
f rom  the  av ia t ion
industry. A near miss is
an  event  that  could
have resulted in injury
or  death  but  did  not.
Courage To Be Safe
answers  emphasize
the  importance  of
reporting these events
w i t h o u t  f e a r  o f
punishment.  Every
near  miss  is  a  free
lesson.  By  analyzing
t h e s e  r e p o r t s ,  a
d e p a r t m e n t  c a n
identify  hazardous

patterns  and  correct
them before a tragedy
occurs.

STEP 3: FORMALIZE
THE DEBRIEFING
PROCESS

Every call, big or small,
should  have  a  formal
debriefing. This is not a
time for blame but for
l e a r n i n g .  T h e
debriefing should focus
on three questions:

What went well?1.
(Reinforce good
habits)
What went2.
wrong? (Identify
training needs)
How can we do3.
better next time?
(Actionable
improvement
plan)

This process builds the
"Courage To Be Safe"
mindset by normalizing
self-critique and
continuous
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improvement.

Addressin
g
Common
Misconce
ptions
A  significant  barrier  to
adopting  "Courage  To
Be Safe answers" is the
perception  that  safety
protocols  slow  down
operations.  Critics
argue that taking time
for  a  fu l l  s i ze -up ,
ensuring  proper  air
supply, and performing
d e t a i l e d  v e h i c l e
inspections  wastes
precious  seconds  that
c o u l d  b e  u s e d  t o
extinguish  a  fire.
This  is  a  dangerous
fallacy.  The  program
teaches  that  speed  is
useless without safety.

A  firefighter  who
arrives at the scene in
two minutes but suffers
a heart  attack due to
poor  fitness  has
benefitted  no  one.  A
c r e w  t h a t  d r i v e s
recklessly  to  get  on
s c e n e  f a s t e r  b u t
crashes  the  apparatus
has  c reated  more
v ic t ims  than  they
saved. The true answer
i s  t h a t  s a f e t y
enhances  efficiency.
A disciplined crew is a
fast crew because they
o p e r a t e  w i t h
predictabi l i ty  and
precision. They do not
have  to  stop  and  fix
mistakes because they
did things correctly the
first time.

The Role
of Peer
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Support
Finally,  the  "Courage
To  Be  Safe  answers"
highlight the necessity
of  peer  support.  The
fire  service  is  a
b r o t h e r h o o d  a n d
sisterhood,  but  that
bond is  often strained
by  a  "tough  it  out"
culture.  Peer  support
teams provide a bridge
between informal crew
conversat ion  and
formal  mental  health
counseling.
H a v i n g  a  f e l l o w
firefighter  to  talk  to
a f te r  a  t raumat i c
call—someone  who
u n d e r s t a n d s  t h e
c o n t e x t  w i t h o u t
n e e d i n g  a n
exp lanat ion—is  a
powerful safety tool. It
takes courage to start
that  conversation,  but
the  answers  found  in
shared experience can
prevent  decades  of

silent  suffering.  The
"Everyone Goes Home"
initiative  is  not  just
about physical survival;
it  is  about  ensuring
firefighters  have  a  life
worth  returning  to.

Conclusio
n: Making
Courage
a Habit
T h e  s e a r c h  f o r
"Courage  To  Be  Safe
answers"  ultimately
leads  to  a  s ing le ,
profound  truth:  safety
is  a  cho ice .  I t  i s  a
choice  made  in  the
firehouse during a drill,
i n  t h e  k i t c h e n
discussing  a  call,  on
the  apparatus  floor
inspecting gear, and on
the  fireground  making
tactical  decisions.  The
courage  to  be  safe  is
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not  a  one-time act  of
heroism;  it  is  a  daily
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
e x c e l l e n c e  a n d
professionalism.
By  embracing  the  16
Firefighter  Life  Safety
Initiatives,  prioritizing
fitness,  demanding
accountability,  and
f o s t e r i n g  o p e n
communication,  we
honor  the  memory  of
those we have lost. We

build  a  fire  service
where "Everyone Goes
Home"  is  not  just  a
s l o g a n ,  b u t  a
g u a r a n t e e .  T h e
answers  are  there  in
t h e  d a t a ,  i n  t h e
training  manuals,  and
in  the  stories  of  the
f a l l e n .  T h e  o n l y
question  that  remains
is whether we have the
courage  to  fo l low
them.


