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This research project examines the prevalence of stress, burnout, and compassion
fatigue among emergency management personnel and their coping strategies amid

the COVID-19 pandemic. Through surveys of 312 first responders in municipal
governments, this study identified significant stress level increases among crisis
management personnel. More importantly, it found that most respondents did not
plan to seek support and training. Expanding the discussion of emergency managers’
well-being and the person-organization relationship to include a broader range of local
government managers could significantly enhance local government human resources
management, especially in a turbulent and highly competitive environment.

INTRODUCTION

Emergency management is one of the core functions of local government
(Howell, 2020). Although federal and state governments have been the primary
sources of disaster assistance funding, local government is the most important
actor in emergency management and the bridge between the local community
and federal and state agencies. Local governments are the leading actors
in assessing threats, identifying community vulnerability, and mobilizing
resources (Henstra, 2010). Specifically, local emergency management offices
and public health departments make plans and provide resources to protect
their citizens and, therefore, are the primary authoritative organizations in
emergency management (Choi & Wehde, 2020). As Schneider (1995) noted,
only the government has “the technical capability, the appropriate resources,
and the authority to coordinate a range of disaster-related responses”
(as cited by Vick, 2020). Overall, the massive impact of emergencies and
disasters requires local government to establish high-quality local emergency
management programs and a motivated and skilled workforce of local officials
and first responders such as professional emergency managers, firefighters, law
enforcement officers, and emergency medical service personnel.
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Emergency managers and first responders are essential to assist the return of
individuals and communities affected by disastrous events to their pre-disaster
level of functioning as soon as possible. As public servants, they are expected to
be thorough, professional, ethical, and innovative. Their well-being and strong
motivation play a critical role in this public service process and impact their
job performance. However, continuous exposure to disasters can cause possible
adverse resultant outcomes such as burnout and compassion fatigue among
these individuals. Stress, burnout, and compassion fatigue impact emergency
and disaster responders cognitively, emotionally, behaviorally, spiritually,
interpersonally, and physically. These issues can, in turn, impact emergency
preparedness and response services in communities. For instance, during the
COVID-19 pandemic, many first responders’ physical and mental health were
at the highest risk and experienced deleterious mental health outcomes. Over
extended periods, responders trying to managing the effects of the COVID-19
pandemic wore personal protective equipment, cared for infected individuals,
coped with resource shortages, and faced personal and professional challenges
as colleagues or loved ones contracted the virus.

Therefore, this research explores the question: “How did occupational stress,
burnout, and compassion fatigue affect various first responders (such as
paramedics, firefighters, and police officers) during the COVID-19 pandemic,
and what were their coping strategies?”

This paper is organized into five main sections. The following section reviews
literature on the well-being of emergency managers and the person-organization
relationship. The third section outlines the research methodology. The fourth
section presents the results of the study, and the last section discusses and
concludes our findings.

LITERATURE REVIEW
CONCEPTS OF OCCUPATIONAL STRESS, BURNOUT, AND COMPASSION FATIGUE

Stress refers to an individual’s perception of a challenging or compromising
situation (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Occupational stress encompasses various
psychological and physical conditions resulting from job duties, contributing
to issues like anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
(Antony et al., 2020). For first responders, stress arises from factors such as
traumatic events and organizational challenges and impacts both physical and
mental health, often leading to burnout (Kaplan et al., 2017). Research indicates

32 Ilinois Municipal Policy Journal



The Effects of Burnout/Compassion Fatigue on Emergency Management Professionals

that in addition to exposure to traumatic events, lack of social support, poor
access to healthy coping skills, and limited access to mental health resources
increase the stress risks (Lewis-Schroeder et al., 2018).

Burnout is characterized by emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and
personal derealization, and it is particularly prevalent in high-intensity
professions (Benincasa et al., 2022; Siegel & Nagengast, 2019; Smirnova et al.,
2021). It manifests feelings of powerlessness, frustration, negative attitudes,
and substandard work performance (Back et al., 2014). Organizational factors
such as workload, control, community support, fairness, and institutional
values contribute significantly to burnout (Leiter & Maslach, 1999), impacting
both individual well-being and organizational effectiveness.

Compassion fatigue is defined as a state of physical, emotional, and mental
exhaustion resulting from prolonged exposure to emotionally demanding
situations (Pines & Aronson, 1988, as cited in Figley, 1995). It can cause
feelings of helplessness and depression and lead to absenteeism, withdrawal,
and irritability behaviors. Studies have found the prevalence and effects of
compassion fatigue among first responders who are continuously exposed to
distressing and traumatic events (Back et al., 2014; Neville & Cole, 2013). Some
scholars argue that compassion fatigue should replace burnout as compassion
fatigue more accurately captures the longitudinal effects of workplace distress
(Back et al., 2014). This phenomenon is particularly pertinent in professions
requiring emotional support, such as healthcare, emergency response,
and social work. Figley (1995) highlighted several factors contributing to
compassion fatigue, including empathy depletion, personal trauma histories,
and exposure to traumatic client experiences, especially affecting caregivers of
traumatized children.

EFFECTS OF STRESS, BURNOUT, AND COMPASSION FATIGUE

Scholars have extensively studied stress, burnout, and compassion fatigue
among first responders exposed to traumatizing events, such as firefighters,
police officers, nurses, and social workers. For example, there have been
extensive studies on police officers’ physical and mental health. Police officers
have notoriously higher rates of cancer, heart disease, and depression than the
rest of the population (Magnavita et al., 2018; Wirth et al., 2013). Potential
health problems facing officers may be as minor as a headache or as serious as
coronary heart disease (Ayres, 1990). A study revealed connections between
the daily stressors of police work with obesity, suicide, sleeplessness, and
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cancer, as well as general health disparities between police officers and the
general population (Goldbaum, 2012, as cited by Casey, 2019).

Burnout has been associated with a decreased sense of personal satisfaction for
contributions made in the workplace (Papazoglou & Blumberg, 2020). Social
workers, who support traumatized populations, share emotional burdens to
facilitate healing, exposing them to compassion fatigue (Bride et al., 2007).
Factors contributing to burnout include empathy fatigue and personal trauma,
which influences emotional resilience in client interactions (Figley, 1995).

EFFECTS OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the health risks and mental health
problems of first responders. Emergency medical services workers and
firefighters had a high infection rate of COVID-19 and increased medical
leave (Prezant et al., 2020). Also, first responders experienced serious
PTSD, depression, and insomnia, and had thoughts of suicide or self-harm
(Hendrickson et al., 2022). Concerns of medical vulnerability and both the
physical and mental effects of the COVID-19 pandemic significantly impacted
their ability to perform their usual work and their likelihood of leaving the
occupation (Berner & Hetzel-Riggin, 2024; Hendrickson et al., 2022).

COPING STRATEGIES

Individuals experiencing stress, burnout, and compassion fatigue employ
various coping strategies. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) identified problem-
focused and emotion-focused approaches. Diaz-Tamayo et al. (2022) conducted
a systematic review of first responders’ coping strategies and categorized those
intoadaptive and nonadaptive strategies. Adaptive strategies include acceptance,
deliberate reflection, and positive interpretation (Iwasaki et al., 2005; Miller
& Brown, 2021; Pinar-Navarro et al., 2020). Scholars have suggested that
positive coping strategies could focus on psychological debriefing, exploring
and reviewing impressions, thoughts, emotions, and education, which lead
to cognitive transformation and positive outcomes (Moskola et al., 2021;
Oginiska-Bulik & Langer, 2007; Sattler et al., 2014; Vaulerin et al., 2016; Witt et
al., 2018; Yang & Ha, 2019). Arble et al. (2018) found that adaptive coping was
positively associated with greater well-being and posttraumatic growth. These
can be done at both individual and organizational levels. Donovan (2022)
found that peer and employer support help first responders to address stress
and mental health issues.
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However, adaptive strategies were found less frequently among emergency
personnel compared to nonadaptive coping strategies (Arble et al., 2018; Diaz-
Tamayo et al., 2022). Nonadaptive strategies refer to actions of downplaying
stressful situations, such as avoidance, disconnection, and denial. During the
pandemic, first responders adopted more adaptive coping strategies such as
information-gathering, seeking emotional support, and practicing self-care
(Berner & Hetzel-Riggin, 2024). However, actions such as ingesting alcohol and
suppressing emotions were also found to be prevalent among them (Smeltzer
et al., 2022; Vujanovic et al., 2021).

RESEARCH DESIGN

This study investigates the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on stress,
burnout, and compassion fatigue among emergency management personnel
and explores implications for local government management. A survey
comprised of 19 multiple-choice and optional write-in questions (See
Appendix) was designed.! The survey included a demographic questionnaire,
COVID-19 infection-related questions, questions that aim to identify any
trends or correlations among emergency management personnel, and questions
of stress levels before and during the pandemic response. Additionally, it
explores support systems such as counseling and stress, burnout, and coping
training.

SURVEY ADMINISTRATION

The survey was distributed via email listservs, LinkedIn, and Facebook groups.
The lead author, a member of various emergency management and first
responder communities, shared the anonymous survey link across platforms
including emergency management groups on Facebook and LinkedIn, forums
on the International Association of Emergency Managers website, the North
Central Texas Council of Governments listserv, and the Amarillo Area Office
of Emergency Management listserv. Distribution occurred between August
and November 2020, capturing firsthand data on emergency management
personnel’s experiences during the pandemic.

Our survey included a screening question, “How would you describe your
current organization?” The respondents could select from local government,
regional government, state government, federal government, private industry,
nonprofit, and education.
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DATA ANALYSIS

We received 312 responses from volunteer participants who work in the
professions of emergency management, preparedness, and response in
municipal and county governments. Our data analysis followed a structured
approach, beginning with data cleaning and applying descriptive statistics.
Initially, we screened responses to ensure all participants met inclusion
criteria. We then conducted descriptive analyses to summarize demographic
characteristics and key variables. This included calculating frequencies
and percentages for categorical variables (e.g., gender, age group, job role)
and means with standard deviations for continuous variables (e.g., years of
experience). Additionally, we computed mean scores and standard deviations
to assess stress levels before and during the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as
indicators of burnout and compassion fatigue.

FINDINGS
RESPONDENTS” DEMOGRAPHICS

We asked a series of demographic questions to create a baseline for investigating
potential corollary data points. Of 312 respondents, a slight majority were
female at 52.9%, and 47.1% were male. The most identified age ranges were 30-
39 (30.1%), 40-49 (26.6%), and 50-59 (22.4%).

Respondents were asked to identify their work type, education level, career level,
and position level to help identify trends in stress, burnout, and compassion
fatigue. Most respondents reported working in emergency management or
as first responders, with a significant proportion holding at least a bachelor’s
degree (Table 1).

Respondents were requested to describe their current career level and their
position level. It was expected that not all respondents would be at the same
level as part of both questions. 60.3% of respondents indicated they were at a
mid-career level, with 26.3% being late-career and 12.8% being entry-level. It
was more evenly split regarding position level, with 39.1% being at a mid-level
(e.g., supervisor, assistant department head), 35.6% being at a director level,
and 24.7% at an entry-level (e.g., planner, specialist, etc.).
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TABLE 1

RESPONDENTS" DEMOGRAPHICS

VARIABLE
(N=312)

Gender

Age Range

Education Level

Type of Work

Career Level

Position Level

CATEGORY

Female

Male

Under 20

20-29

30-39

40-49

50-59

60-69

70+

Student

Bachelor’s Degree

Master’s Degree

Ph.D. or Equivalent

No Degree

Emergency Management

First Responder

Healthcare

Public Health

Other

Student

Entry-Level

Mid-Career

Late-Career

Student

Entry-Level (Planner/ Specialist)
Mid-Level (Supervisor/Asst EMC/Deputy EMC)
Director-Level/ EMC/City Management

N (%)

165 (52.9%)
147 (47.1%)
1(0.3%)

32 (10.3%)
94 (30.1%)
83 (26.6%)
70 (22.4%)
30 (9.6%)

2 (0.6%)

13 (4.2%)
147 (47.1%)
102 (32.7%)
7 (2.2%)

43 (13.8%)
138 (44.2%)
70 (22.4%)
20 (6.4%)
16 (5.1%)
68 (21.8%)
2 (0.6%)

40 (12.8%)
188 (60.3%)
82 (26.3%)
2 (0.6%)

77 (24.7%)
122 (39.1%)
111 (35.6%)
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In addition to demographic data, respondents were asked about their
experiences during COVID-19. This included whether they or someone close
to them had tested positive for COVID-19. At the time of the survey, 5.8% of
respondents had tested positive, while 59.6% reported having a family member,
close friend, or co-worker who had tested positive. These infections impacted
their job performance first responders and mental health, underscoring the
importance of safety measures to maintain workforce resilience.

STRESS, BURNOUT, AND COMPASSION FATIGUE

To maintain a functional workforce of emergency management and response,
first responders’ mental health must be bolstered. The remainder of the survey
focused on stress, burnout, compassion fatigue, and potential mitigators for
stress. These questions were paramount in identifying trends or correlations
between crisis management personnel and stress. The survey also asked
questions about stress, burnout, compassion fatigue, and coping methods.

As a benchmark, respondents were asked to evaluate their stress levels pre-
COVID-19, as well as their current work stress levels mid-pandemic. Only
15.7% of respondents indicated that their stress level was very stressful to
extremely stressful prior to COVID-19. Interestingly, 70.2% of respondents
indicated that their stress level was “very stressful” to “extremely stressful”
at the survey time. This represents a shift from a predominantly (84.3%) low
(“not stressful” and “somewhat stressful”) to moderate stress level (“moderately
stressful”) rating and high (“very stressful”) to extremely high rating (“extremely
stressful”) of 15.7% before COVID-19 to a predominantly high to extremely
high rating of 70.2% (219 respondents) and low to a moderate rating of 29.8%
during COVID response involvement.

TABLE 2
RESPONDENTS’ STRESS LEVELS BEFORE AND DURING COVID (N=312)
PRE-COVID DURING COVID

FREQUENCY (%) FREQUENCY (%)

Not stressful 28 (9.0%) 8 (2.6%)

Somewhat stressful 106 (34.1%) 21 (6.7%)

Moderately stressful 129 (41.3%) 64 (20.5%)

Very stressful 40 (12.8%) 143 (45.8%)

Extremely stressful 9 (2.9%) 76 (24.4%)
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The increase in stress is extremely telling. Both females and males presented
higher levels of stress during COVID-19 compared to pre-COVID. 74.7% of
respondents experienced an increase in stress levels, and 18.9% had no change
in stress levels (Table 3). The magnitude of the shift in stress levels shows that
the majority of respondents who experienced an increase in stress rated an
increase of only one level of stress (i.e., low to somewhat, somewhat to moderate,
moderate to high, or high to extremely high). Interestingly, a combined 6.4% of
respondents saw a stress decrease. Perhaps this is explainable by workers feeling
more fulfilled by helping people or by their COVID-related duties taking them
away from normal stressful duties.

We also wanted to evaluate burnout as a response to stress and as a factor
leading to career change and compassion fatigue for this group. The question
was posed as to whether workers felt “burnout” in their positions because of
COVID-19-related work responsibilities.

Because of burnout, 22% (70) of respondents have considered career changes.
Table 3 shows the correlation between career change consideration and levels
of burnout. When the level of burnout increases, more people would consider
a career change. Extrapolating these results further, an image of unmanageable
loss is conjured. If 22% of doctors, nurses, emergency managers, first responders,
social workers, teachers, and other key professionals lost or changed careers
due to burnout, the system would be incapable of rapidly replacing specially
trained personnel.

TABLE 3
BURNOUT LEVELS AND CONSIDERATION OF CAREER CHANGE (N=312)
NOT
CONSIDERING NEUTRAL CONSIDERING TOTAL (%)

Not burnt out 37 1 1 39 (12.5%)
Somewhat 43 5 1 49 (15.7%)
burnt out
Moderately 56 9 9 74 (23.7%)
burnt out
Very burnt out 53 13 27 93 (29.8%)
Extremely 15 10 32 57 (18.3%)
burnt out
TOTAL (%) 204 (65.4%) 38 (12.2%) 70 (22.4%) 312 (100%)
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FACTORS FOR STRESS, BURNOUT, AND COMPASSION FATIGUE

The COVID-19 pandemic has undoubtedly added stress to the everyday lives of
people across the globe, especially for first responders. However, other stressors
can also have an increased effect when stress is heightened. Respondents were
asked to identify concerns that may be factoring into their stress, burnout, and
compassion fatigue levels. The most identified factor by survey respondents
was having school-age children that are virtually learning from home, followed
by having children and both parents work. Also, changing responsibilities or
changing jobs was also identified as a significant factor. Other factors that were
mentioned included family members beingill (both COVID-19 related and not),
respondent or spouse having reduced work hours, and other health concerns.
In a survey questionnaire (i.e., Question 13, See Appendix), respondents rated
additional stress factors, among which a lot of factors are COVID-19 related,
such as increased workload and health concerns of their own and of their loved
ones. Overall, the highly rated factors include having school-age children and
the requirement of virtual learning from home, having children and both
parents work, changing jobs/responsibilities, and family members being ill.
These factors align with Figley’s (1995) framework of compassion fatigue,
highlighting the impact of prolonged exposure to traumatic circumstances.

COPING STRATEGIES

Addressing stress, burnout, and compassion fatigue is crucial for personnel
involved in COVID-19 response efforts. Our survey explored respondents’
coping abilities during the pandemic, with 62.8% (194) reporting strengthened
coping skills, possibly driven by a sense of fulfillment in helping others or the
diversion from routine stressors. However, 7.8% indicated worsened coping
abilities, underscoring the ongoing challenges.

Despite the perceived resilience in coping, only a minority (8%) of respondents
sought or planned to seek support and counseling services. The majority (74%)
had not sought or planned to seek support and counseling services. In addition,
most respondents reported that they did not receive support and training
related to stress, burnout, and compassion fatigue either before (81.3%) or
during COVID (77.7%) (Table 4).
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TABLE 4

RECEIVED STRESS,/BURNOUT/COMPASSION FATIGUE TRAINING OR
SUPPORT FROM EMPLOYERS (N=310)

PRE-COVID DURING COVID
FREQUENCY (%) FREQUENCY (%)
Yes 48 (15.5%) 57 (18.4%)
No 252 (81.3%) 241 (77.7%)
Unsure 8 (2.6%) 8 (2.6%)
Prefer not to say 2 (0.6%) 4 (1.3%)

Interestingly, we compared the stress level ratings of two groups of respondents
(those who received support/training and those who did not) before and during
the COVID-19 pandemic and found no difference (Table 5). The data shows that
many respondents, regardless of receiving support/training, experienced high
levels of stress (very or extremely stressed) during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Specifically, 75.5% of respondents who received support/training felt very or
extremely stressed, compared to 69.7% of those who did not receive support/
training. This suggests that the support and training provided may not have
been effective in significantly reducing stress levels, or that these resources
were underutilized by workers as a coping mechanism. The findings indicate
that the presence of support/training did not lead to a significant difference in
stress levels among respondents during the pandemic. This raises questions
about the effectiveness of the provided support/training or the willingness/
ability of workers to utilize these resources during high-stress periods.

The final survey questions asked respondents for their suggestions on what
could help offset compassion fatigue, stress, and burnout. Answers to these
questions are telling and important for organizational leaders and supervisors.
35.3% (110) of respondents indicated they would benefit from extended time
or even smaller segments of time off to recharge. It might be difficult for most
workers who are involved with the pandemic response or any extended crisis
to take time off given the “all-hands-on-deck” situation. The special training
required for these positions and the smaller population of crisis responders
compared with other professions also lead to more difficulty taking breaks or
vacations.

Crisis and trauma response can be a thankless job. First responders often go
unnoticed and are taken for granted because they help keep things going behind
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TABLE 5
IMPACT OF SUPPORT/TRAINING ON RESPONDENTS” STRESS LEVELS (N=298)

RECEIVING SUPPORT/TRAINING NOT RECEIVING SUPPORT/

(N=57) TRAINING (N=241)
PRE-COVID DURING COVID PRE-COVID DURING COVID

Not stressed 4 (7%) 3 (5.3%) 23 (9.5%) 5(2.1%)
S 27 (47.4%) 1(1.8%) 72 (29.9%) 19 (7.9%)
stressed

Moderately 18 (31.6%) 10 (17.5%) 108 (44.8%) 49 (20.3%)
stressed

Very stressed 6 (10.5%) 29 (50.9%) 32 (13.3%) 109 (45.2%)
Extremely 2 (3.5%) 14 (24.6%) 6 (2.5%) 59 (24.5%)
stressed

the scenes. 24.4% (76) of the respondents said that they would like to have
some kind of recognition from their company or its organizational leaders.
Recognition of this type can cost next to nothing, other than the investment of
time, and should be a straightforward thing to do. Given that almost one in four
workers mentioned this recognition component, the implementation should
be taken very seriously and done as often as possible in a genuine manner. A
potential negative to recognize is that some workers may feel slighted if not
mentioned or even included with others. Additionally, healthcare workers, first
responders, and public health workers may all feel varying levels of importance
and responsibility in their response, leading to strife with joint recognition
events.

Given prior survey data regarding a career change, another prominent
answer (17.6%) suggested that some respondents are changing jobs and/or
responsibilities to mitigate compassion fatigue. This may suggest that perhaps
more people than identified are considering changing careers to mitigate their
stress levels. Is the suggestion geared toward lessening the workload in their
current positions? Further investigation is needed to vet this question fully.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The study delves into the critical role of emergency management professionals,
particularly within local government settings, emphasizing their pivotal

42 Ilinois Municipal Policy Journal



The Effects of Burnout/Compassion Fatigue on Emergency Management Professionals

function as frontline responders in times of crisis. It was performed to identify
stress levels, stress factors, burnout, and compassion fatigue rates among
emergency management professionals as related to the COVID-19 pandemic.
First, it identified significant stress level increases related to COVID-19
response among crisis management personnel. It also identified that additional
stress factors exist and could be exacerbating burnout and compassion fatigue
amongst this population.

Second, COVID-19 was found to have an impact on burnout rates. A concerning
22% of surveyed workers expressed that they may change their careers due to
stress and compassion fatigue. This signals potential workforce issues that may
escalate as the pandemic response continues. Third, the most desired coping
mechanisms for compassion fatigue and stress related to COVID-19 include
extended time off or small breaks to recharge, recognition from the company
or organization, and potentially changing jobs or job responsibilities.

These findings highlight the profound impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
the mental health and well-being of emergency management professionals.
They connect with the existing literature on occupational stress, burnout, and
compassion fatigue, providing deeper insights into the challenges faced by
these professionals and the implications for local government human resources
management. Local governments, as highlighted by Howell (2020), are central
actorsin emergency management, serving as the interface between communities
and higher levels of government. They are responsible for assessing threats,
mobilizing resources, and safeguarding the well-being of citizens, highlighting
the significance of robust local emergency management programs. The insights
of this research have profound implications for policymaking within local
government settings to support these critical workers.

PREVALENCE OF OCCUPATIONAL STRESS, BURNOUT, AND COMPASSION FATIGUE

The data reveals a dramatic increase in stress levels among emergency
managers and first responders during the COVID-19 pandemic compared to
pre-pandemic times. This shift from predominantly low to moderate stress
levels to high and extremely high levels is a clear indication of the immense
pressure these professionals have faced. The data aligns with existing literature
indicating that prolonged exposure to high-stress environments, like those
experienced during the pandemic, can lead to severe mental health outcomes,
including burnout and compassion fatigue (Back et al., 2014; Kaplan et al.,
2017). The survey findings highlight a concerning level of burnout among
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respondents, with more than half indicating they felt “very burnt out” or
“extremely burnt out” This burnout has severe implications for workforce
stability, as demonstrated by 22% of respondents considering career changes.
The correlation between high levels of burnout and the consideration of leaving
their profession underscores the urgent need for interventions to prevent a
potential drain of experienced personnel, which could significantly impair
emergency response capabilities.

The COVID-19 pandemic intensified the existing challenges faced by
emergency managers and first responders. This study found that the pandemic
not only increased stress levels but also had a significant impact on mental
health, with respondents experiencing higher rates of PTSD, depression, and
insomnia, consistent with existing research (Berner & Hetzel-Riggin 2024;
Hendrickson et al.,, 2022). The infection rates among first responders and their
families further compounded these issues, highlighting the need for robust
support systems to protect the mental health of these professionals.

COPING STRATEGIES

Effective coping strategies are crucial for mitigating the adverse effects of
stress, burnout, and compassion fatigue. The literature differentiates between
adaptive and nonadaptive coping strategies (Diaz-Tamayo et al., 2022). This
study found that, during the pandemic, first responders employed a mix of
adaptive strategies, such as seeking emotional support and practicing self-care,
and nonadaptive strategies, such as emotional suppression. This dual approach
is consistent with the findings of Arble et al. (2018) and Smeltzer et al. (2022),
indicating the need for more structured and effective coping mechanisms.

However, it is important to highlight that only a small group of respondents
have sought support and training. Most respondents have not planned to
seek support and training regarding their stress, burnout, and compassion
fatigue, which reflect a stigma of seeking mental health care among first
responders. Scholars have found that this stigma might hinder individuals
from acknowledging mental health issues and participating in mental health
services (Haugen et al., 2017). In addition, most of the respondents reported
that they had not received any mental health-related support and training
before and during the COVID-19 pandemic, reflecting the stigma at both the
individual and organizational levels. This raises concerns about the efficacy and
accessibility of these resources, suggesting that existing support systems may
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need to be re-evaluated and enhanced to better meet the needs of emergency
managers and first responders during crises.

In considering stress, burnout, and compassion fatigue with a global pandemic
or any long-running critical response situation, a person’s ability to cope
with the event is also crucially important. In contrast to stress, burnout, and
compassion fatigue response data, respondents indicated they feel they have
a strong ability to cope with the stress related to COVID-19. This might be
explained by the respondents’ affective motives that emphasize their capacity
for empathy, altruism, and selflessness (Stefurak et al., 2020). Although these
respondents might not have opportunities to act out their affective public
service values in their work, their public service motivation has the potential
to be a significant factor in coping with mental and emotional issues related to
work.

These findings underscore the need for proactive measures to support the
mental health and well-being of crisis responders. While many respondents
expressed a strong ability to cope with stress, there is a clear gap in terms of
support and training. The stigma surrounding mental health care, and the lack
of organizational initiatives, exacerbate the challenges faced by first responders.
Addressing these issues requires a multifaceted approach including recognition
from organizational leaders, access to counseling and support services, and
training on stress management and coping strategies. Furthermore, the study
highlights the importance of integrating emotional intelligence and empathy
into public service organizations. Fostering a supportive work environment
and promoting social support can mitigate the negative impacts of stress and
burnout, enhancing both individual resilience and organizational effectiveness.
By prioritizing the well-being of emergency management professionals, local
governments can ensure the continuity of essential services and uphold their
commitment to serving the public interest.

IMPLICATIONS FOR LOCAL GOVERNMENT HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT

The findings of this study have several implications for local government human
resource management. First, there is a clear need for comprehensive mental
health support systems tailored to the unique challenges faced by emergency
managers and first responders. Employers must prioritize regular and effective
stress management training and provide accessible mental health resources.
First responders are a highly motivated and skilled workforce. During the
COVID-19 pandemic, all public servants have experienced different levels
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of stress, burnout, and compassion fatigue. The retention of individuals in
public service work in a stressful and uncertain environment is extremely
challenging. The identification of their occupation-related stress, burnout, and
compassion fatigue, as well as coping strategies suggests that local governments
need to understand the needs of employees and invest the time and resources
necessary to develop a cadre of committed and talented employees to ensure
public service delivery and local government managers’ performance (Bolman
& Deal, 2013). The suggested coping skills and organizational approaches
are needed for professional emergency managers and general local public
managers.

Second, it is essential to foster a supportive organizational culture that promotes
adaptive coping strategies and reduces the stigma around seeking mental
health support. The survey results demonstrate the need for local governmental
organizations to pay attention to effective ways to improve first responders’
affective motivations through organizational recognition and intervention
programs, which resonates with the existing studies. For example, studies
have found that programs and strategies to educate employees about stress
and coping strategies are the most effective type of organizational intervention
(Richardson & Rothstein, 2008; Yu, 2009). Public organizations can consciously
foster social support, create a positive work environment, and provide stress
management programs and strategies. Peer support programs and robust
counseling services could play a critical role in this regard. More importantly,
this research reveals the importance of integrating feeling, caring, and emotion
in the public service sector and local governments addressing both individual
and organizational stigma and mitigating the negative consequences of public
servants’ feelings and mental health issues.

Lastly, considering the potential for high turnover due to burnout, local
governments should explore strategies to enhance job satisfaction and
retention among emergency managers and first responders. This is crucial
not only for maintaining a stable and experienced workforce but also for
ensuring the long-term sustainability and effectiveness of emergency services.
This could include career development opportunities, recognition programs,
and efforts to balance work-life demands more effectively. Addressing the
high turnover potential due to burnout among emergency managers and
first responders requires a multifaceted approach. Local governments must
implement strategies that enhance job satisfaction and retention, including
career development opportunities, recognition programs, and efforts to balance
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work-life demands. By investing in the well-being and professional growth of
emergency personnel, local governments can maintain a stable, experienced,
and motivated workforce. This not only benefits the individuals involved but
also ensures the continued effectiveness and resilience of emergency services in
protecting and serving communities.
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APPENDIX

SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE

1. What type of work do you do?

Emergency management
First responder

Health care

Public health

Other

2. What is your gender?

o Female

o Male

o Other

o Prefer not to say

3. Which age range best describes you?
Under 20

20-29

30-39

40-49

50-59

60-69

70+

I prefer not to say

4. What is your current education level?

Student

Bachelor’s degree
Master’s degree
Ph.D. or equivalent
No degree

5. How would you describe your current career level?

o Student

« Entry-level

o Mid-career

o Late-career

6. How would you describe your current position level?
o Student
o Entry-level (planner/specialist)
«  Mid-level (supervisor/asst. EMC/deputy EMC)
 Director-level EMC/city management
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7. How long have you been involved with COVID-19 (response, recovery,

testing, etc.)

o Before January 1, 2020
Since January 1, 2020 to March 1, 2020 (7-9 months)
Since March 1, 2020 to May, 2020 (5-6 months)
Since May 1, 2020 to July 1, 2020 (3-4 months)
After July 1st, 2020 (within the last 2 months)

8. Have you tested positive for COVID-19?
e Yes
. No
o  Prefer not to say

9. Do you have a family member, close friend, or co-worker that has tested
positive for COVID-19?

e Yes

« No

o Prefer not to say

10. I would rate my work stress level prior to COVID-19 as:
Not stressful

Somewhat stressful

Moderately stressful

Very stressful

Extremely stressful

11. I would rate work stress level at the time of this survey specifically
considering my involvement with COVID-19 operations as:
« Not stressful
Somewhat stressful
Moderately stressful
Very stressful
Extremely stressful

12. I feel burnt out in my current position as a result of COVID-19 work-related
responsibilities (response, recovery, care, testing, etc.):
« Not burnt out
Somewhat burnt out
Moderately burnt out
Very burnt out
Extremely burnt out

13. What additional concerns do you have that might affect your stress levels?
« Changing jobs/responsibilities
« Family member is ill (COVID-19 related)
« Family member is ill (not COVID-19 related)
o Have children and both parents work
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« School-age children/virtual learning from home

»  You/spouse laid-off or work hours reduced as a result
« Additional emergency situations (e.g., wildfires)

« Additional job responsibilities as a result of COVID-19
« Being at home/teleworking concerns

Death of family member

Divorce/separation/custody issues

Face masks

Family/household changes

Financial concerns

Health concerns/personal

Media/politics

Other family member’s job loss

School/higher education

Work concerns (overload, resources, etc.)

No additional stress factors

14. T have considered changing careers due to the stress and compassion fatigue

experienced in my position related to COVID-19?
« Considering
o Neutral
« Not considering

15. I have sought or plan to seek support/counseling due to stress/burnout/
compassion fatigue from COVID-19?

e Yes
« No
e Unsure

o Prefer not to say

16. Did you receive compassion fatigue, burnout, or stress training or support
from your employer or a private entity prior to the occurrence of COVID-19?
e Yes
° No
o Unsure
o Prefer not to say

17. Did you receive compassion fatigue, burnout, or stress training or support
from your employer or a private entity during the occurrence of COVID-19?

o Yes

« No

e Unsure

o Prefer not to say
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18. I would rate my ability to cope with stress, burnout, and compassion fatigue

related to COVID-19 as:
o Extremely weak/worsening
«  Weak/worsening
« About the same/neutral
+ Strong/strengthening
» Extremely strong/strengthening

19. What do you feel could help offset compassion fatigue in your job (you may
choose more than one answer)? (open ended)

ENDNOTES

! The survey was conducted in two phases. The first phase was implemented from August 2020
to November 2020, focusing on collecting initial data. A second phase was scheduled for August
2024 to gather additional data for comparative and longitudinal analysis. The data presented in
this article pertains to the findings from the first phase. The ongoing study is currently undergoing
review by the University of Maryland, Baltimore County’s Institutional Review Board.
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