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Your phone buzzes at 3 AM. Another emergency call. Your spouse rolls over with a sigh. 

Your kids barely look up anymore when you miss dinner. 

Sound familiar? You're not alone. The divorce rate for first responders averages between 

60-75 percent – compared to 50 percent on average. But it doesn't have to be this way. 

 

 

 

 



 
 

The Hidden Cost of Heroism 

Being a first responder doesn't just affect you. It affects everyone you love. Your family lives 

with your job every single day. 

Think of your family like a car engine. All the parts need to work together. When one part is 

constantly stressed, the whole engine suffers. Eventually, something breaks down. 

First responder marriages, or marriages in which at least one spouse serves as a police 

officer, firefighter, emergency medical technician (EMT) or related public-servant position, 

are at high risk for marital disharmony, infidelity and divorce. Your job creates unique 

challenges that regular families don't face. 

Why First Responder Families Struggle 

Your job isn't like other jobs. You can't just "leave work at work." Here's why your family 

feels the strain: 

Unpredictable schedules. You never know when you'll be called out. Family plans get 

canceled. Special moments get interrupted. Your family learns to expect disappointment. 

Emotional walls. You see terrible things at work. To protect yourself, you shut down 

emotionally. But those walls don't just block out trauma. They block out your family too. 

Always "on" mentality. You're trained to be alert and ready. At home, this can feel 

controlling or distant. Your family needs you to relax and be present. 

Secondary trauma. Your family worries about you constantly. They hear your stories. They 

see your stress. They carry your burden too. 
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The Ripple Effect on Spouses 

Your spouse didn't sign up to be a first responder. But they're living like one anyway. They 

deal with: 

Constant worry. Every time you leave for work, they wonder if you'll come home safe. This 

anxiety never goes away. 

Single parenting. When you're working long shifts or dealing with court dates, your spouse 

handles everything alone. They're exhausted and resentful. 

Emotional distance. You come home shut down and distant. Your spouse feels like they're 

living with a stranger. 

Social isolation. Your spouse's friends don't understand this lifestyle. They feel alone and 

unsupported. 

Spouses and significant others of first responders require support due to the unique 

challenges and demands associated with their partners' professions. They need help too. 

How Kids Are Affected 

Your children are watching and learning. They see how stress affects families. They're 

learning that work always comes first. 

Fear for your safety. Kids worry about losing you. They may have nightmares or become 

clingy. 

Attention-seeking behavior. When you're emotionally unavailable, kids act out to get 

your attention. Any attention feels better than none. 

Difficulty trusting. If you frequently miss important events, kids learn they can't count on 

you. This affects their ability to trust others. 
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Modeling unhealthy coping. Kids learn from what they see. If you handle stress poorly, 

they will too. 

Counseling provides a welcoming space for children to discuss worries and share 

experiences unique to being in a first responder family. Your kids need support too. 

Warning Signs Your Family Is Struggling 

Don't wait for a crisis. Watch for these red flags: 

Your spouse stops asking about your day. They've given up trying to connect with you. 

Your kids don't get excited when you come home. They've learned to expect you to be 

grumpy or distracted. 

Family conversations feel forced. Everyone walks on eggshells around you. 

You prefer working overtime to going home. Work feels easier than dealing with family 

stress. 

Your spouse talks about feeling like a single parent. They're handling everything alone. 

Building Stronger Connections 

You can protect your family relationships. It takes work, but it's possible. 

Create transition rituals. Don't walk straight from work into family time. Take 10 minutes 

to decompress. Change clothes. Clear your mind. 

Establish phone boundaries. Unless it's a true emergency, don't answer work calls during 

family time. Your family needs your attention too. 

Schedule regular date nights. Protect this time like you would any other important 

appointment. Your marriage needs maintenance. 
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Be present when you're home. Put away the phone. Look at your family. Listen to their 

stories. 

Communication Strategies That Work 

Good communication is the foundation of strong relationships. Here's how to improve: 

Check in daily. Ask your spouse how they're feeling. Really listen to the answer. Ask 

follow-up questions. 

Share appropriate details. Your family wants to understand your work. Share what you 

can without traumatizing them. 

Use "I" statements. Instead of "You always complain," say "I feel overwhelmed when I 

come home to problems." 

Schedule family meetings. Regular check-ins help everyone feel heard and valued. 

Open Communication: Regularly discussing feelings and experiences can help alleviate 

stress. Talking helps everyone feel less alone. 

Supporting Your Spouse 

Your spouse needs support too. They're not just along for the ride. They're an active 

participant in your career. 

Acknowledge their sacrifice. Thank them for supporting your career. Recognize what they 

give up. 

Include them in decisions. Talk about schedule changes, career moves, or job stress. 

They're affected too. 

Encourage their interests. Support their hobbies, friendships, and career goals. They 

need a life outside your job. 
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Share household responsibilities. Don't leave everything to them. Even small 

contributions help. 

Helping Your Children Cope 

Your kids need special attention. They're processing complex emotions about your job. 

Explain your job age-appropriately. Help them understand what you do and why it 

matters. 

Reassure them about safety. Kids worry about losing you. Address their fears directly. 

Attend their events. Make their activities a priority. Show up when it matters. 

Teach healthy coping skills. Model good stress management. Show them how to handle 

difficult emotions. 

Building a Support Network 

You can't do this alone. Build a community that understands your lifestyle. 

Connect with other first responder families. They understand your challenges. They can 

offer practical advice. 

Join family support groups. Many departments offer resources for families. Take 

advantage of them. 

Maintain friendships outside work. You need people who see you as more than your job. 

Consider professional counseling. A therapist who understands first responder families 

can help. 
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Managing Shift Work and Family Time 

Irregular schedules don't have to destroy family life. Here's how to make it work: 

Create predictable routines. When possible, establish consistent meal times, bedtimes, 

and family activities. 

Plan ahead. Use a family calendar. Mark important dates. Plan around your schedule. 

Quality over quantity. When you can't be home much, make your time count. Be fully 

present. 

Include family in traditions. Create special rituals that work with your schedule. 

Dealing with Trauma's Impact 

Your job exposes you to trauma. This affects your family too. 

Recognize the signs. Trauma can make you irritable, distant, or anxious. Watch for 

changes in yourself. 

Seek professional help. Don't try to handle trauma alone. It affects your whole family. 

Educate your family. Help them understand how trauma affects you. This reduces 

confusion and fear. 

Practice self-care. Taking care of yourself helps you take care of your family. 

Financial Stress Solutions 

First responder families often face financial challenges. Here's how to reduce money stress: 

Create a budget together. Include your spouse in financial planning. Work as a team. 

Plan for irregular income. Overtime and court pay can vary. Budget for the unexpected. 
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Build an emergency fund. Having savings reduces stress about job security. 

Communicate about money. Don't hide financial worries. Work together to solve 

problems. 

When to Seek Professional Help 

Sometimes you need outside help. Consider counseling if: 

● You and your spouse fight constantly 

● Your kids are having behavioral problems 

● You're using alcohol or drugs to cope 

● You're having thoughts of divorce 

● Family stress is affecting your job performance 

A strong support network is critical for police officers to maintain good mental health, and 

spouses/partners play a key role in this. Professional help can strengthen your support 

system. 

Department Resources for Families 

Many departments offer family support programs. Look for: 

Family counseling services. Confidential therapy for first responder families. 

Spouse support groups. Your partner needs connection with others who understand. 

Family events. Department picnics and gatherings help families feel included. 

Education programs. Classes on stress management, communication, and coping skills. 
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Creating Work-Life Balance 

Balance isn't about equal time. It's about being present for what matters most. 

Set boundaries. Don't bring work problems home every day. Give your family a break. 

Prioritize important events. Your child's graduation matters more than voluntary 

overtime. 

Take vacations. Time away from work helps you reconnect with family. 

Practice saying no. You can't do everything. Choose what matters most. 

The Long-Term View 

Your career is important. But it's not everything. At the end of your career, what will matter 

most? 

Your family will still be there when you retire. Your kids will remember if you were present 

or absent. Your spouse will remember if you prioritized them or ignored them. 

Both individuals and organizations need to prioritize mental health as a way to protect 

families from the stresses of first responder life. 

Making It Work 

First responder families can thrive. It takes effort, but it's possible. The key is recognizing 

that your job affects everyone. Your family needs attention, support, and understanding. 

Start today with one small change: 

● Have dinner together without phones 

● Ask your spouse about their day 

● Attend one of your child's activities 

● Plan a date night for this weekend 
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● Say "I love you" more often 

Your Family Legacy 

You became a first responder to serve others. Don't forget to serve your family too. They 

need you to be a hero at home, not just at work. 

Your badge represents service and sacrifice. Make sure your family doesn't become part of 

that sacrifice. 

The community depends on you. But your family depends on you too. They need you 

healthy, present, and engaged. 

You can save lives at work and save your family at home. Both are important. Both are 

possible. 

Your family chose this life because they believe in you. Show them that belief was justified. 

Be the hero they need you to be. 

Remember: The best first responders are the ones who come home ready to love their 

families. Your job is important, but your family is irreplaceable. 

 

Family Support Resources: 

● First Responder Family Helpline: 1-800-HELP-911 

● National Police Foundation Family Support: policefoundation.org 

● Fire Family Foundation: firefamilyfoundation.org 

● Badge of Life Family Support: badgeoflife.com 
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https://policefoundation.org/
https://firefamilyfoundation.org/
https://badgeoflife.com/
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