
3 Steps
Detect®

TA C T I C A L  G U I D E  F O R  F I R E F I G H T E R S

Response time matters.
On the job. And with cancer.
Firefighters face a higher risk of cancer. But when cancer is found early it can

make a life-changing difference. Cancer can first show up as a subtle,

persistent change in how you feel or function. 3 Steps Detect® helps you

know what to notice, when to act, and how to get answers sooner.

EARLY DETECTION CAN SAVE LIVES.

This is your response plan for detecting cancer early — and free training to

take it further.
firefighter.detectogether.org
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Cancer is a serious occupational threat.
But getting cancer doesn’t automatically mean the worst outcome.

WHEN CANCER IS FOUND MATTERS.

Five-year survival by stage at diagnosis. Localized means the cancer had not spread beyond the

organ where it started. Distant means it had spread to other parts of the body.

LOCALIZED DISTANT

PROSTATE >99% 38%

TESTICULAR 99% 72%

COLON & RECTUM 91% 15%

LUNG & BRONCHUS 65% 10%

MELANOMA >99% 35%

THYROID >99% 50%

BREAST (FEMALE) >99% 33%

Five-year relative survival by stage at diagnosis, US, 2015–2021. Source: American Cancer Society, Cancer Facts & Figures 2026,

Table 8, page 13 (data source: Surveillance, Epidemiology, and End Results Program, National Cancer Institute, 2025). Testicular is

not in Table 8; it is from the American Cancer Society’s testicular cancer survival rates, same registries, 2015–2021.

You can’t control every exposure you’ve had on

the job. You can know what to watch for—and

respond when something changes.

That’s where 3 Steps Detect® comes
in.

L E A R N

Pages 3–6. The 3 Steps.

U S E

Pages 7–8. Follow through and

screenings.

K E E P

Pages 9–11. Ready for

appointments.
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3  STEPS  DETECT® ·  FOR F IREF IGHTERS

3  S T E P S  D E T E C T®

Your response plan
Ten minutes to learn. Easier every time you use it.

1 KNOW YOUR GREAT HEALTH

Know how you feel on your best days—and know it well.

2 USE THE 2-WEEK RULE

Notice a health change. Track it. Still there at two weeks? Make the call.

3 SHARE WITH YOUR DOCTOR

Explain how Your Great Health has changed. You bring what only you can

know; your provider brings the medicine. Both are needed.

O N E  M O R E  TO O L  I N  T H E  B OX

You check your tools so the right one is there when the

call comes. Same idea here. 3 Steps Detect® is the tool

you keep loaded for your own health — and the one you

use regularly, not just in an emergency. Free firefighter training

firefighter.detectogether.org
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1 S T E P  1

Know Your Great Health
Know how you feel on your best days—and know it well.

Your Great Health is your reference point. Know it well enough to recognize when something

changes or a new pattern starts — and to describe it confidently to a healthcare provider.

ENERGY + STAMINA

Know when tired feels different.

BATHROOM HABITS

Know what’s typical for you.

LUMPS, BUMPS + SWELLING

Know your body—including your testicles and

neck.

SKIN

Know your moles, spots and skin.

WEIGHT + APPETITE PAIN + HOW YOU GENERALLY FEEL

INSTEAD OF

“I’ve been tired.”
TRY

“I normally have plenty of energy, even after a
long shift. For three weeks, I’ve been exhausted by
mid-afternoon. That’s not my Great Health.”

INSTEAD OF

“It’s probably nothing. It’s
just the job.”

TRY

“I could explain this away, but it’s been three
weeks. I’d rather have it looked at.” Excuses are
easy to make. Let the exam or the test do the
deciding.

Your provider knows medicine. You know Your Great Health. Both
matter.
Free course: Preparing for Doctor Appointments (5 mins.) · firefighter.detectogether.org
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2 S T E P  2

Use the 2-Week Rule
Something changed? Start the clock.

NOTICE IT.

Something’s different from

Your Great Health.

TRACK IT.

Note when it started. Phone

note, calendar — wherever

you’ll actually see it.

STILL THERE AT TWO

WEEKS?

Make the call, or message

your provider through your

patient portal.

Free course: Ready to Act —

firefighter.detectogether.org

Two weeks doesn’t mean you have cancer. It

means your body is asking for help. Many

persistent changes turn out to be something

else—but they’re often conditions worth finding

early. Getting an answer is the point.

If something feels serious or concerning

sooner, don’t wait two weeks.

You don’t have to decide if it’s
serious.
A persistent change is your signal to act — even

one that seems minor. Don’t diagnose it online.

Get it evaluated.

F R O M  T H E  F I R E H O U S E

Mike Fagan used the 2-Week Rule.
A veteran and Norwood firefighter, Mike learned 3 Steps

Detect® when DetecTogether came to his firehouse. Months

later he had abdominal discomfort and frequent trips to the

bathroom. At two weeks, he called his doctor.

At his next visit he spoke up again about what had changed.

That led to a colonoscopy, which found Stage 2B colon cancer.

“3 Steps Detect is a plan to help people recognize potential
cancer symptoms and motivate them to take action. It
saved my life.”

Keep speaking up. If a change is getting worse, ask to be

seen sooner.

Read Mike’s story
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3 S T E P  3

Share With Your Doctor
Your doctor knows medicine. You know Your Great Health. You don’t need medical

words — you need to give your doctor good information.

A visit is a conversation between partners. You bring what only you can see; your provider

brings the medicine.

Don’t go it alone. Let someone you trust know what’s going on and what comes next. A little

backup helps you follow through.

B E F O R E  YO U  G O

If something has changed, be CLEAR. Five things worth covering together.

C CHANGE What changed from my Great Health?

L LENGTH How long has it been going on? Better, worse or the same?

E EFFECT What effect is it having on and off the job?

A ACTIONS What have I tried? Did it help?

R RISK “I’m a firefighter at higher risk for cancer.” Say it every visit.

ALSO KNOW

Health + family history Past abnormal results

Medications + supplements Fire-service history + significant exposures

Take page 10 to your appointment. Free course: How to Compile Medical History (7 mins.) —

firefighter.detectogether.org
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Still not back to Your Great Health?
Keep the conversation going with a doctor.

ASK

What’s our next step?

Is there another test, referral or evaluation we should consider?

When should I come back if this continues?

Know who you’ll call.
A primary care physician is who knows your history, builds the

plan with you, orders the tests and makes the referral. One visit

with a provider who knows you is worth more than a string of

visits with providers who don’t.

HAVE A PRIMARY CARE PHYSICIAN?

See them often enough that they know you,

not just your chart. Tell them you’re a

firefighter at every visit, and make sure any

outside results reach them.

NO REGULAR DOCTOR? YOU’RE NOT

ALONE.

Plenty of firefighters don’t have one,

especially early in a career. Don’t let that

become the reason you wait. If primary care

isn’t accessible, an urgent care or walk-in

clinic can be a starting point.

AN OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH EXAM ISN’T A SUBSTITUTE.

Have the results sent to your primary care physician, normal or not. If something turns up,

they are who builds the plan or makes the referral.

USE 3 STEPS DETECT® Between visits. Between screenings. Whenever something changes.

firefighter.detectogether.org
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Get the screenings that are right for you.
Based on your individual risks — age, sex, personal and family history, occupational exposures.

But don’t wait for a screening if a health change arises.

Screening tests look for certain cancers when no symptoms are present.

3 Steps Detect® helps you recognize and act on health changes.

They are different. You need both.
Too young for most screenings? Then this is your plan.

YOURS MAY NEED TO START EARLIER.

The ages below are general adult guidance. They are not firefighter-specific. Because of your

occupational risk, some screenings may be appropriate earlier or more often for you. That is a

conversation to have with your provider.

ASK

Given that I’m a firefighter, which screenings are appropriate for me?

Should any begin earlier or happen more often based on my individual and occupational risks?

If I’m not yet eligible for a screening, what should I be watching for in the meantime?

SCREENING TY PICAL START DISCUSS EARLIER IF

Colorectal Age 45 Family history

Lung (low-dose CT) Age 50, if 20+ pack-years of

cigarette smoking

Occupational exposures

Prostate Age 50 (45 if higher risk) Black men, family history

Breast 40–44 by choice, 45 yearly Family history, dense breasts

Cervical Age 25 Past abnormal results

Skin As advised Family history, changing moles,

sun/UV history

General adult guidance based on American Cancer Society recommendations for people at average risk. A pack-year means one

pack of cigarettes a day for one year. Your provider will tell you what applies to you.

Go deeper, free at firefighter.detectogether.org

Prevention, Early Detection and Screening (10 mins.)

How to Do Self-Exams (6 mins.)
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Make your visit count. COPY INTO YOUR PHONE

f i re f i g h te r .d e te c to g e t h e r .o rg

W H AT  I ’ L L  S H A R E

C CHANGE What changed from my Great Health?

L LENGTH How long has it been going on? Better, worse or the same?

E EFFECT What effect is it having on and off the job?

A ACTIONS What have I tried? Did it help?

R RISK Start with this, and say it every visit: “I’m a firefighter at higher

risk for cancer.”

B E F O R E  I  L E AV E

What happens next?

When should I follow up?

What should make me come back sooner?

What happens if I’m still not back to my Great Health?
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F O R  YO U R  D O C TO R

I’m a firefighter at higher risk
for cancer.
Due to occupational exposures I’m at higher risk for several

cancers. My occupational history is part of my health history.

3 STEPS DETECT® ·  detectogether.org

W H AT  I  C A N  A D D  A B O U T  M Y  W O R K

My occupation is classified Group 1

IARC classifies occupational exposure as a firefighter as carcinogenic to humans (Group 1), with sufficient

evidence for mesothelioma and bladder cancer and limited evidence for cancers of the colon, prostate and

testis, melanoma and non-Hodgkin lymphoma. Full reference below if useful.

What I’m exposed to

Combustion products, chemicals in firefighting foams, flame retardants, diesel exhaust and building materials

—plus night shift work and UV. Car fires, dumpster fires and illegal burns are exposures too, and SCBA isn’t

always worn on those calls. My own exposures depend on my role, my years of service and the calls I’ve run.

Mine are below.

Why I’m sharing this

You know the medicine. I know my work and how I feel day to day. I’m bringing my occupational history so we

can factor it in together — what’s worth evaluating, how soon, and which screenings fit me. Please add it to

my record.

F I R E -S E R V I C E  H I S TO R Y

□ Career □ Volunteer □ Combination Years of service 

Departments

Major fires, exposures or events

Past test results or diagnoses worth knowing about

Source: International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC). Occupational Exposure as a Firefighter. IARC Monographs, Volume 132. World

Health Organization, 2023. publications.iarc.who.int/615
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KEEP  YOUR EDGE .  STAY READY. F R E E  F I R E F I G H T E R  T RA I N I N G

You know the 3 Steps.
Now get better at using them.

KNOW YOUR GREAT

HEALTH.

USE THE 2-WEEK RULE. SHARE WITH YOUR

DOCTOR.

L E A R N  M O R E Free, self-paced online courses, built for firefighters. Three learning pathways:

UNDERSTAND YOUR RISK

Cancer risk, prevention, and why early detection matters.

READY TO ACT

Recognize subtle but persistent changes. Track them. Know when to seek care.

SUPPORT FOR ACTION

Prepare, speak up, and partner with your healthcare provider.

Want it all in one sitting? The full 3 Steps Detect® course runs about 30 minutes.

Build the skill before you need it.
Create a free account at firefighter.detectogether.org

Kimberly with Eddie’s

helmet

W H Y  T H I S  M AT T E R S

What Eddie McDonagh’s family wishes they had known.
Eddie was a veteran, an FDNY firefighter and a 9/11 responder. A delayed

diagnosis cost him his life. His wife, Kimberly, shares their story so other families

don’t have to learn it the way she did.

Watch Kimberly’s story · youtube.com/watch?v=b4W1-JBtpQg

ABOUT 3  STEPS  DETECT®

3 Steps Detect® and its educational framework and materials are proprietary to DetecTogether. This guide is provided for individual educational use and may be

shared in its original, unmodified form. The 3 Steps Detect® framework and materials may not be reproduced, adapted, incorporated into other training or

educational programs, or represented as another organization’s work without written permission from DetecTogether.

This guide is for educational purposes only and is not intended to provide medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment, or to replace the advice of a qualified healthcare

professional. Talk with your healthcare provider about what is appropriate for you. Reviewed by DetecTogether physician advisors, 2026. © 2026 DetecTogether. All

rights reserved.
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