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Detective Sarah sits in her car outside the counseling center. She's been here twenty 

minutes but can't bring herself to go in. What if someone from the department sees her? 

What if this gets back to her captain? 

The Fear That Keeps Heroes Silent 

You want help. You know you need it. But the fear holds you back. First responders are 

sometimes reluctant to seek treatment via programs such as EAPs because of stigma 

 

 



 
 

concerns or fears that confidentiality could be breached. This fear is real and 

understandable. 

Your Records Are Like Your Locker 

Think of your medical records like your personal locker. Most people can't open it without 

your permission. But you worry about who has the key. You wonder if your boss can peek 

inside when you're not looking. 

The truth is more complicated than you might think. But understanding the rules can help 

you make better choices about getting help. 

What Confidentiality Actually Means 

The Basic Rule 

When you see a therapist, what you say stays between you and them. This is called 

confidentiality. It's protected by law in most cases. Your therapist can't share your 

information without your written permission. 

When Confidentiality Can Be Broken 

There are only a few times when therapists must break confidentiality: 

● If you're planning to hurt yourself 

● If you're planning to hurt someone else 

● If there's child or elder abuse 

● If a court orders them to testify 
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The Gray Areas 

Some situations create confusion about confidentiality: 

● Court-ordered evaluations 

● Fitness for duty assessments 

● Workers' compensation claims 

● Mandatory EAP referrals 

The Difference Between Types of Help 

Private Therapists 

When you see a private therapist with your own insurance, confidentiality is strongest. They 

work for you, not your department. They can't share information without your permission. 

Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) 

EAPs offer free and confidential assessments, counseling, referrals, and follow-up services 

to employees and family members. But the rules can be tricky. There are three levels of 

confidentiality within an EAP: confidentiality when contacting the EAP, confidentiality when 

using the EAP, and confidentiality when undergoing counselling. 

Department Psychologists 

Some departments have their own mental health professionals. This creates the most 

confusion about confidentiality. These providers may have dual relationships with you and 

your employer. 
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Understanding EAP Confidentiality 

What's Protected 

● Your initial call to the EAP 

● The number of sessions you attend 

● What you discuss in therapy 

● Your treatment plan 

What Might Not Be Protected 

● If you're referred by your supervisor 

● If you're in a fitness for duty evaluation 

● If you're using workers' compensation 

● If there's a court order 

Ask Direct Questions 

Before starting EAP counseling, ask: 

● "Is this completely confidential?" 

● "Will my supervisor know I'm here?" 

● "What information goes back to my department?" 

● "When would you have to break confidentiality?" 

Fitness for Duty Evaluations 

When They Happen 

Fitness for duty evaluations occur when: 

● Your supervisor has concerns about your performance 

● You've been involved in a critical incident 

● You're returning from medical leave 
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● There are safety concerns 

What to Know 

These evaluations are NOT confidential. The psychologist works for your department, not 

for you. Their report goes to your supervisor. Be careful about what you share. 

Your Rights 

You have the right to: 

● Know why you're being evaluated 

● Understand how the information will be used 

● Have a representative present 

● See the final report 

Protecting Your Privacy 

Choose Your Provider Carefully 

● Private therapists offer the most protection 

● Ask about their experience with first responders 

● Understand their confidentiality policies 

● Know when they might have to report 

Keep Work and Personal Separate 

● Don't use department computers for mental health research 

● Use your personal phone for appointments 

● Pay with your own insurance when possible 

● Keep appointments private 
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Document Everything 

● Keep records of what you're told about confidentiality 

● Get policies in writing 

● Know your rights under department policies 

● Understand your state's laws 

What Your Department Can and Can't Do 

They Can't 

● Force you to see a specific therapist for personal issues 

● Access your private medical records without permission 

● Punish you for seeking help voluntarily 

● Share your EAP information with supervisors 

They Can 

● Require fitness for duty evaluations 

● Access workers' compensation records 

● Mandate counseling for policy violations 

● Set conditions for return to duty 

Building Trust with Your Therapist 

Start Slowly 

You don't have to share everything in the first session. Build trust over time. Test the 

waters with less sensitive topics first. 
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Ask Questions 

● "Have you ever had to break confidentiality?" 

● "How do you handle fitness for duty requests?" 

● "What's your experience with first responders?" 

Set Boundaries 

Be clear about what you're comfortable sharing. You can say, "I want to talk about stress at 

home, but not about specific incidents at work." 

Peer Support Programs 

The Benefits 

Peer support offers unique advantages: 

● Shared experiences and understanding 

● Informal and comfortable setting 

● No medical records created 

● Built-in confidentiality protections 

The Limits 

While some state laws use "privilege" and others use "confidentiality" (and some use them 

interchangeably), the nature of the "protected relationship" varies by state. Peer support 

isn't always legally protected like therapy. 

Know Your State's Laws 

Some states have specific laws protecting peer support communications. Others don't. 

Know what protections exist in your area. 

 
7 



 
 

Alternative Resources 

National Hotlines 

● First Responder Trauma Counselors: 1-800-647-HELP 

● Crisis Text Line: Text HOME to 741741 

● National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 988 

These services are confidential and don't report to your department. 

Online Therapy 

Platforms like BetterHelp or Talkspace offer confidential counseling. They're not affiliated 

with your department. Use your personal device and payment method. 

Support Groups 

Anonymous support groups don't create records. Groups like First Responder Anonymous 

offer peer support without documentation. 

Making the Right Choice for You 

Consider Your Needs 

● How severe are your symptoms? 

● Do you need immediate help? 

● Are you concerned about your job? 

● What level of privacy do you need? 

Weigh the Risks 

● What's the worst that could happen if you don't get help? 

● What's the worst that could happen if you do? 
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● Are your fears realistic or anxiety-driven? 

Start Small 

You don't have to jump into intensive therapy. Try: 

● Calling a confidential hotline first 

● Attending a support group 

● Seeing a private therapist for a few sessions 

Your Mental Health Matters More Than Your Job 

This might be hard to hear, but it's true. Your mental health is more important than your 

career. You can't do your job well if you're struggling mentally. You can't protect others if 

you can't protect yourself. 

Yes, there are risks to seeking help. But there are bigger risks to not getting help. Untreated 

mental health problems can destroy your career, your relationships, and your life. 

Taking the First Step 

Do Your Research 

● Learn about confidentiality laws in your state 

● Understand your department's policies 

● Find providers who specialize in first responder issues 

● Ask questions before committing to treatment 

Start With Someone You Trust 

Maybe that's a private therapist. Maybe it's a peer support person. Maybe it's a hotline. The 

important thing is to start somewhere. 
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Remember Your Why 

You became a first responder to help people. You deserve the same help you give others. 

You matter. Your mental health matters. Your life matters. 

Moving Forward 

Confidentiality concerns are real. But don't let them stop you from getting help. There are 

ways to protect your privacy while getting the support you need. 

The perfect solution might not exist. But a good solution is better than no solution. Your 

mental health is worth fighting for. 

You've spent your career protecting others. Now it's time to protect yourself. Take the first 

step. Make the call. Your future self will thank you. 

#FirstResponderMentalHealth #MentalHealthPrivacy #ConfidentialCare 
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