
Have you ever left a tough call thinking you were fine…only to realize two days
later that you’re snapping at your partner, skipping meals, or waking up at 3 a.m.
feeling wired and restless? Yeah. That’s the invisible backpack.

Every responder carries one. It’s the mental and emotional load we don’t always
see, but it’s there, growing heavier with each shift, each scene, each story we
absorb. We’re trained to move on quickly, but that doesn’t mean the stress
magically disappears. It just gets packed away.

And here’s the thing: you can only carry so much before that backpack starts 
to wear you down.

Sometimes the signs are obvious: exhaustion, irritability, detachment. Sometimes
they’re sneaky, like losing interest in the things you used to love or feeling numb 
in moments that should matter. That’s your nervous system’s way of saying, “Hey,
something’s off.”

The good news? We can unpack it.

Lightening the load doesn’t mean reliving the trauma, it means creating space 
to process it, to let it move through us instead of piling up. That could look like
debriefing with a peer who gets it or setting a non-negotiable boundary for
recovery time after tough calls. It might even mean crying in the car and letting
that be okay.

Peer support can be a lifeline. It’s the reminder that we’re not supposed to carry
this stuff alone. We weren’t designed to. Peer support is what happens when 
one responder says to another, “I’ve been there. You’re not broken. Let’s talk.”

So maybe this month is a good time to check your backpack. What 
are you carrying that’s weighing you down? And what would it look 
like to set some of it down even if just for a little while?

Healing doesn’t have to be dramatic. Sometimes it just 
starts with noticing. With saying, “This is heavy,” and 
reaching out for a hand.

You don’t have to carry it all. Not today.

The Invisible Backpack



As members of KCCRT and first responder communities, we’re
not trained to be perfect, we’re trained to be present. 
Peer support, debriefings, and Psychological First Aid aren’t
about grand gestures. It’s about small moments of steady
support. It’s the way we hold space for others, without trying 
to rush them through their pain.

Maybe you’ve felt it. Standing in front of a coworker after a traumatic call, 
or offering a bottle of water to a family who just lost their home. You want to be
helpful, but everything feels small. Insufficient. Awkward.

But here’s the truth: presence matters more than words ever will.

We often underestimate the power of simply showing up. Of being there. Not with
solutions, not with a rehearsed speech, but with compassion and calm. 
Our culture tends to prioritize action, doing over being. But in the wake of crisis,
being is the medicine. Being grounded. Being real. Being willing to enter the
discomfort with someone else and stay there long enough for them to feel just a
little less alone.

You may not remember exactly what was said during the worst day of your life, 
but chances are, you remember who was there. Maybe someone brought you a
warm drink. Maybe they said something incredibly simple, “I’m not going
anywhere.” And that stuck with you.

There’s a strange pressure that creeps in after a crisis, the sense
that we need to say the right thing, do something just right, 
or somehow fix what’s been broken.

So, the next time you find yourself in the aftermath of someone else’s hard day,
remember you don’t have to fix it. You just have to be human. You just have 
to show up. And that, in itself, is sacred work.

Studies show that Psychological First Aid (PFA), which emphasizes
presence and compassionate listening over problem-solving, can
reduce acute stress symptoms by up to 60% and significantly
improve feelings of safety, calm, and connection in the aftermath 
of trauma (National Center for PTSD, 2020).

In the end, it’s not about having all the answers, but about showing up with heart
because sometimes, just being there is the most healing thing we can offer.

Why Presence Matters More Than Perfect Words

60%



Stats

Deployments in March 
and April: 7

People served in March 
and April: 114

Whether it was a tornado shelter or a
volunteer fire station, your presence
mattered. Never underestimate the
quiet power of showing up. Thank you
for being the steady hand 
on someone's hardest day.

KCCRT@KY.GOV KCCRT.KY.GOV

Introducing Our New 
Mental Health & Peer Support Toolkit

We’re excited to introduce our new Mental Health & Peer
Support Toolkit, a practical digital resource created to help
both our volunteers and the individuals they support in the
wake of critical incidents and disasters.

This user-friendly electronic booklet was designed with the
unique challenges faced by first responders and those
affected by crisis in mind. Whether you're offering support 
to others or looking after your own mental well-being, this
toolkit provides valuable guidance rooted in empathy,
resilience, and real-world experience.

Let’s continue building a culture of support, resilience, and recovery together.

Access the full toolkit by scanning the code or clicking the link

SCAN CODE CLICK HERE

Reminder: If you’ve responded recently,
take time to decompress. Your well-
being matters too. Peer support 
is for you as well as those you serve.

http://kccrt.ky.gov/
https://kccrt.ky.gov/Pages/index.aspx
https://kccrt.ky.gov/PublishingImages/Pages/Training%20and%20Resources/KCCRT%20Crisis%20Response%20Kit.pdf
https://kccrt.ky.gov/PublishingImages/Pages/Training%20and%20Resources/KCCRT%20Crisis%20Response%20Kit.pdf

