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Introduction

This paper attempts to put forward questions that look at the nature of the psychology of firefighters and how they approach the dangers and sacrifices demanded of their chosen profession. My research questions are to establish why firefighters choose their profession, why they continue to serve in it and enjoy serving and how they handle job stress. The idea behind my chosen topic of research was to attempt to discover and to some extent reveal the nature of the attitude of heroism that is so evident in the way firefighters approach the dangers of their profession. I consider this research important in that it’s somewhat inspiring to understand what drives ordinary people to take such responsibility in society. Firefighting is one of the most dangerous of professions, and not many people have the ability to meet its challenges. True, firefighters aren’t the only people with tough jobs, the police and soldiers have it just as tough, maybe harder. But, firefighters get so little recognition sometimes, and the adulation and respect that came for them after September 11 is fast becoming a fading memory. That’s another reason I was driven to this topic, as I hoped to reveal and discover anew for myself that firefighters are worthy of a lot more long-lasting respect. 

In this paper I will first discuss what leads people to become firefighters, then I’ll examine why firefighters have such a great passion for their job. Finally, I’ll examine how firefighters deal with stress in their line of work.

Becoming a firefighter

Firefighting is a dangerous profession. In fact, in 1984, the National Commission on Fire Prevention and Control declared that fire fighting was the most hazardous and dangerous occupation in the United States, (Fire Fighters and Trauma, 1992). What sort of outlook, need drives somebody to become a firefighter? People are driven by numerous factors to become firefighters – peer recommendation, simple interest or curiosity and a taste for adventure in some cases. There are also many cases where the sons or brothers or other relatives of firefighters are driven to the profession because of the family background in the job. The entry-level test for joining the fire service is usually designed to be very tough. The fire-service test was designed to accept only the cream of all the applicants, and as a matter of fact, in some major cities nearly 60,000 people apply and only a few hundred get accepted, (Smith, 1972). It’s no surprise then that most firefighters are high school graduate with high GPA’s and most are also college graduates, (Smith, 1988). I’ve come to the conclusion that there aren’t really many common factors linking the need for certain people to become firefighters. On the other hand, it is true that very few people are motivated by financial incentive, being a firefighter does not pay very well. (Nissen, 2001), (Smith, 1972). There are however many common factors linking firefighters when they’ve started working the job after they’ve been accepted into the service.

Living and breathing fire for a living

For almost all firefighters, firefighting is a career profession. Most firefighters are in their 40’s and 50’s when they retire, and a few even work the job well into their sixties. There’s obviously a special relationship between firefighters and their job here that keeps them so well satisfied. Firefighters under the law have the right to fill out their retirement papers when they choose to. So, it is obviously a sincere love of the job that keeps them going for so long. What causes this sort of attraction for the profession? There a number of factors. Perhaps the most important is the way firefighters in a unit bond to each other like a family – firefighters are united by common experiences and the essential need for team-work. This ‘brotherhood’ gives them a passion for their profession, (Personal Communication, Chief Monte Kemper, Purdue Fire Department, November 13th, 2003). A firefighter that I interviewed, Chief Kemper, says that in addition to the family-like feel of being part of the fire-service, there is also the adrenalin-rush that comes with the unpredictable nature of the firefighting job. Every run is different, and most firefighters love the feel of adventure that comes with the job. It’s this non-repetitive somewhat unpredictable nature of the job that is another factor that makes it worthwhile. Firefighters also feel a tremendous sense of satisfaction with the job they do. They feel good to be able to serve and give something back to the community, (Kemper, 2003), (Smith, 1972, 1988). A CNN article made this observation about firefighters - “Firefighters seem all the more noble because they are motivated by service, not reward. Full-time firefighters are only moderately paid – and 74 percent of the nation’s firefighters are volunteers”, (Nissen, 2001). All these reasons and probably more seem to contribute to a firefighter’s relation with his/her job. However there are exceptions, not all firefighters can stomach the nature of the gory scenes they might come across on their runs. In fact, some firefighters transfer or quit the job entirely if they’ve more than they can bear. However these are isolated cases, and although all firefighters deal with stress and trauma, very few cannot handle it. 

Stress and dealing with it

Firefighters deal with stress in their line of work on an everyday basis. Although they are physically and mentally much tougher than the average person, they do find it hard to deal with stress in extreme conditions. “Rescue workers are exposed to both the stress of the event itself and the stress of their role as a help provider, (Raphael, 1986) and, in responding to a disaster, may become its hidden victims. They are repeatedly exposed to mutilated bodies, mass destruction, life-threatening situations, and physically demanding activities”, (Fire Fighters and Trauma, 1992). The article quoted above appearing in the American Journal of Orthopsychiatry describes a case study of the way firefighters deal with and handle stress. It says that stress is an everyday phenomenon, and all rescue workers deal with varying levels of it depending on the kind of events they encounter. 

The nature of the stress encountered by rescue workers/first responders includes “feelings of helplessness and guilt at not being able to do more for the victims”, “Extreme fatigue and physical exhaustion”, “difficulty in sleeping, nightmares, and images of the dead during the night” and identification with the victim that leads to heightening of the trauma of the disaster experience in fire fighters and other disaster workers, (Fire Fighters and Trauma, 1992). Firefighters handle this stress through a number of pathways. The team-feeling described earlier is one of the most important ways of handling stress. “All of the fire fighters in the present study indicated that support from buddies was important. Many of them indicated that support from fellow workers in decision making was particularly important. Working with a buddy facilitated staying on task and remembering training. In addition, it provided reassurance about decisions”, (Fire Fighters and Trauma, 1992) Firefighters also described humor as an important aspect of sharing and supporting each other. Leadership is also a key to alleviating stress. “Group recovery from a traumatic event may depend on the ability of key community leaders to help others mourn the losses that have occurred and express difficult feelings about the event. The leader's own expression of grief helps others express their feelings.” “Training prior to a disaster plays an important and often overlooked role as a response mediator during a disaster event. Recall of training is important to keeping on task during a disaster event, to successful performance, and to feeling active and in control during rescue work”, (Fire Fighters and Trauma, 1992) While there could be a number of additional factors helping alleviate the stress experienced by rescue workers, it is my personal feeling that the most important might be social support. As the article from the American Journal of Orthopsychiatry states “It is evident that social support, an important mediator of the stress experience, can contribute to the behavioral and mental health outcomes of individuals exposed to disaster.” However, findings from a study conducted by the Wildland Firefighters Human factors Workshop suggest that there might be a lot that can be improved in terms of handling stress through new improved training and attitude changes in the way firefighters handle situations. The findings recommended improvements in the way the fire service handled situations and organized the fire rescue operation, (Wildland Firefighters Human Factors Workshop, 1995). My counter-argument to this is that while training can help firefighters better deal with stress, the human side of firefighters cannot be suppressed during a rescue, and firefighters usually find it easy to identify with the victims, especially children. So, social support is the best answer to dealing with this kind of stress.

Conclusion

In this paper, I’ve attempted to outline a cross-section of the information available about my research question from various sources. I’ve come to the conclusion that firefighters are driven to the job by various factors, they have a passion for their profession that arises out of the strong team-feeling that exists between fellow firefighters and also the appeal offered by the unpredictable nature of the job. I’ve also learnt that firefighters like most people have to deal with stress in their line of work, and that they deal through social support from fellow firefighters and strong leadership by the officers in the firefighting units. 
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