
Supporting First Responders

Traumatic stress is a normal reaction to events such as 

automobile accidents, natural disasters, and personal assaults. 

These events can cause intense and frightening emotions. The 

emotions can be stressful not only for the survivor but also for 

those witnessing or providing aid. First responder occupations, 

such as police, firefighters, and paramedics face daily 

exposure to life-threatening situations. This constant  

barrage of contact with abuse, violence, and danger takes a 

tremendous toll and can impact their lives and health over 

time and may continue long after an event. Thankfully, the 

effects of trauma, especially for first responders, is becoming 

more well known, and this awareness has led to a greater 

understanding of the support needed for those affected.

Understanding PTSD

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is a mental health 

condition related to anxiety disorders that are triggered  

by experiencing a traumatic event – either experiencing it 

first-hand or witnessing it. Following a traumatic event, the 

impact on individuals is expected to decrease over time with  

a return to normal daily function. For some, however, the 

experience may result in on-going symptoms that interfere 

with day-to-day life. This may be evidence of PTSD.

Not everyone who experiences a traumatic episode will 

develop PTSD. In Canada, approximately 9.2% of persons 

who experience a traumatic event will face PTSD symptoms in 

their lifetime.1

PTSD and First Responders

A recent survey, published in the Canadian Journal of 

Psychiatry, reports that a substantial proportion of first 

responders self-report symptoms consistent with one or  

more mental health disorders, proportions that are higher 

than findings within the general public.2

Work-related health disorders experienced by first responders 

have increasingly been relabelled by community members as 

Operational Stress Injury or OSI. The term was originally 

created for Canadian military personnel experiencing mental 

health disorders directly tied to their service. In 2016, the 

Canadian Government recognized OSIs as an issue faced by 

all first responder organizations, not just the military. PTSD is 

among the most commonly diagnosed disorder in this 

category. 

Being witness to, or experiencing traumatic events is not  
rare – studies show that half of us will experience at least  
one significant trauma in our lives.



There is a growing recognition that workplaces can be a 

direct cause of post-traumatic stress disorder. In response  

to the direct impact workplaces may have, Alberta, British 

Columbia, Manitoba, New Brunswick, Saskatchewan and 

most recently Ontario, have passed legislation that 

acknowledges the increased risks first responders face for 

PTSD resulting from workplace traumas. The legislation 

allows first responders to access workers compensation 

benefits if their trauma and/or illness is proven to have  

been caused by their workplace.

Symptoms

Most people who experience traumatic events may have temporary 

difficulty adjusting and coping, but with time and good self-care, 

their symptoms may diminish. If symptoms worsen, last for months 

or even years, and interferes with day-to-day functioning, PTSD may 

be the cause.3 For first responders, the results of these symptoms 

may affect their work with serious consequences. Presenteeism, the 

word given to the scenario where workers’ are physically on the job 

but not fully functioning, is a major concern in the first responder 

community due to the nature of the work.

Post-traumatic stress disorder symptoms may start within one 

month of a traumatic event, but sometimes symptoms may not 

appear until years after the event. PTSD symptoms are generally 

grouped into four types: Intrusive Memories; Avoidance and 

Numbing; Negative Thoughts and Mood Changes; and Changes  

in Physical and Emotional reactions. Symptoms can vary over time  

and from person to person and may include:4

Intrusive Memories:

• Intrusive, upsetting memories of the event

•  Flashbacks (acting or feeling like the event is happening again)

•  Nightmares (either of the event or of other frightening things)

•  Intense physical reactions to reminders of the event  

(e.g. pounding heart, rapid breathing, nausea, muscle tension)

Avoidance and Numbing:

•  Avoiding activities, places, thoughts, or feelings that remind  

you of the trauma

•  Inability to remember important aspects of the trauma 

• Loss of interest in activities and life in general

• Feeling detached from others and emotionally numb

Negative Thoughts and Mood changes:

• Guilt, shame, or self-blame

• Feeling alienated and alone

• Feelings of mistrust and betrayal

•  Difficulty concentrating or remembering things

• Depression and hopelessness

•  Reliving the traumatic event as if it were happening  

again (flashbacks)

• Upsetting dreams or nightmares about the traumatic event

Physical and Emotional reactions:

• Sleep disorders

•  Irritability, angry outbursts, self-destructive or reckless behaviours

• Feeling jumpy and easily startled

• Aggressive

• Hyper-vigilance

Support for First Responders - Lifting the Stigma

Fortunately, thanks in part to legislation and attention in the media; 

public awareness and workplace acceptance continue to grow for 

those suffering from PTSD. Last year’s Invictus Games provided a 

window into the struggles of wounded soldiers and illustrated to 

the world that many people in the military are suffering from 

mental health injuries, rather than physical injuries alone. Still,  

much more work needs to be done to promote education and 

open discussion with an eye towards prevention and intervention. 

Andy Macdonald, a veteran firefighter and a first responder 

community consultant for Homewood Health, has seen this  

culture of silence first hand. “The first responder culture doesn’t 

allow you to be different; to show emotion; to cry,” he said. 

“People need to be able to talk about their painful experiences  

on a free and open basis.” 
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■■ Make better fat choices.   

When buying meat, poultry, milk, or milk products, choose 

versions that are lean, low-fat, or fat-free. Choose lean 

meats like chicken without the skin and lean beef or pork 

with the fat trimmed off. Use olive, sunflower, or canola 

oils instead of lard or butter. Bake, grill, and broil food 

instead of frying. Try eating more meatless entrees. 

■■ Fill up with fibre.   

Most Canadians do not get enough fibre. Fibre is 

important in helping maintain regularity and control 

blood cholesterol and blood sugar levels. Eat a variety of 

fibre-rich foods everyday including: whole grains; fruits; 

vegetables; and legumes such as beans, peas, and lentils. 

As you increase your fibre choices, drink lots of fluids.

For more information, please call: 
English: 1 866 644-0326 

En français : 1 888 361-4853

How can you help?

Although progress is being made on many fronts, the effects  

of PTSD are still taking a tremendous toll on our first responder 

community. Education and acceptance remain key steps in 

supporting colleagues and individuals closest to the employee. 

Learning about OSI and PTSD, including symptoms, prevention 

and intervention, will allow both employers and family 

members to continue this progress of; eliminating bias, 

changing the culture and improving lives for first responders.

References:

1.  CBC The Nature of Things. (2017, January 19). PTSD: Canada Has The Highest Rate, 
Plus Eight More Surprising Facts. Retrieved March 22, 2018, from  
http://www.cbc.ca/natureofthings/features/ptsd-canada-has-the-highest-rate-and-
other-surprising-things 

2.  Carleton, R. N., Afifi, T. O., Turner, S., Taillieu, T., Duranceau, S., Lebouthillier,  
D. M., Asmundson, G. J. (2017). Mental Disorder Symptoms among Public Safety 
Personnel in Canada. The Canadian Journal of Psychiatry,  
63(1), 54-64. doi:10.1177/0706743717723825

3.  Mayo Clinic. (2017, October 25). Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Retrieved 
March 22, 2018, from https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/post-
traumatic-stress-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20355967 

4.  Smith, M., Ph.D., Robinson, L., Ph.D., & Segal, J., Ph.D. (2018, January). Post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (PTSD). Retrieved March 22, 2018, from  
https://www.helpguide.org/articles/ptsd-trauma/ptsd-symptoms-self-help-
treatment.htm

Macdonald provided a list of actions to help first responders cope:
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Training on how to build resilience: Understanding and accepting that aspects of our daily routine and workplace 
experiences are beyond one’s control is important in building resiliency within the workplace. Recognizing where we have 
the ability to influence or control our experiences, such as acquiring training on resiliency, can help to minimize future 
incidences of PTSD or trauma. The Employee and Family Assistance program is a key source of information and learnings 
with respect to PTSD and trauma-related disorders. Additionally, community resources and organizations may provide 
additional knowledge on how to build and strengthen one’s resiliency. Speak to a manager or supervisor about the options 
available for resiliency training. 

When off duty, do things that are enjoyable: It’s important to remain active in the community. Volunteering time to 
help others gives an important sense of accomplishment and purpose. Engaging in a hobby, being active or visiting with 
friends and family helps to build resiliency and fosters positive mental health. 

Provide extended support upon return to work: To promote on-going healing, there needs to be a culture of  
openness, honesty, and understanding surrounding those who have received treatment.

Provide support for the family: When an individual is experiencing PTSD or trauma, it not only affects the individual,  
but their family members as well. Providing family members with community and online resources can help them  
understand what PTSD or trauma is, how to support their family’s mental health during the recovery period, and what  
they can do to provide the support needed to overcome the disorder.
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Leadership training: It’s critical that managers and leaders are educated to accept that Operational Stress Injuries do occur  
and to watch for signs in their staff, as well as themselves. Having a better understanding of the concerns and challenges 
individuals face in the workplace increase the ability to be proactive in developing support systems and policies that support 
and encourage those facing PTSD to seek help.

Develop a PTSD intervention plan and promote it. Employees need to be aware of options available to them, 
including support through the Employee and Family Assistance Program, community resources, and treatment options if 
the illness persists. 

Provide education around prevention and treatment options: Create internal programs to provide on-going 
education and support to keep employees informed and up-to-date about PTSD symptoms, prevention techniques and  
the options available for treatment. Look to peer or support groups where colleagues share strategies used to build 
resiliency and lend support to positive mental health.
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