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RESPONDERS FIRST: Decreasing Chronic Stress among First Responders 
 

City Focus 

Our project aimed to explore and answer the following question: “How can we best support the North Vancouver 

City Fire Department (NVCFD) in their health and wellness goals for their employees. 
 

Background  

The job of a first responder (FR) is very unique when compared to others. All literature indicates that FRs are 

repeatedly exposed to critical incidents, while some research adds that there is a 90% rate of exposure12. This 

inherently increases an individual’s risk for chronic stress. Most of the literature indicates chronic stress among FRs 

as a huge problem with outcomes that can affect the individual deeply and hinder their performance on the job2345. 

Furthermore, chronic stress has been linked to high rates of suicide123. In 2017, almost 50 Canadian FRs committed 

suicide3. Chronic stress in FRs also has long term impacts. It has been shown that retirement exacerbates any 

psychological effects that developed as a result of the job6. Evidently, there is a need to mitigate the chronic stress of 

FRs throughout their career in order to decrease the physical and psychological, short and long term, effects it can 

have on an individual.  

The NVCFD is no exception to this. A survey revealed that almost 60% of the respondents feel stressed some or 

most of the time, while 62% have a hard time feeling relaxed some or most of the time7. Furthermore, 90% indicated 

they do not have enough time to get everything done, ranging from sometimes to almost all the time. Additionally, 

55% of the respondents have trouble falling asleep sometimes or most of the time, while 42% feel sensitive or 

irritable some of the time7. This data shows that the NVCFD could benefit from an intervention that focuses on 

chronic stress management.  
 

Overview of project 

Responders First is a program created for the NVCFD. The mission is to improve mental health literacy and support 

among FRs of the NVCFD, while facilitating access to professional and self-care activities. Using a three-pronged 

approach, this intervention prioritizes the following risk factors for chronic stress (a) Mental health literacy; (b) 

Occupational stress related to having time for self-care activities; (c) Capability for emotional regulation; (d) 

Presence of expressive suppression; and (e) Access to clinicians. This is done through educational workshops, 

having an on-staff therapist, and implementing a self-care financial bonus. 
 

Project details 

Educational Workshops: This activity will provide 1x unique workshop per week for 12 weeks (one cohort at a 

time). These workshops will focus on increasing mental health literacy and decreasing expressive suppression. For 

example, one workshop might be on the effects of trauma on the body and the brain, while another may be a yoga or 

meditation class. 

On-Staff Therapist: A therapist will be hired at NVCFD. They will conduct 6+ sessions per shift, 2-4x per week. 

This will increase FR access to therapy without the need to dip into savings or benefits. It will also increase mental 

health literacy and decrease expressive suppression. 

Self-Care Bonus: A per quarter bonus, equivalent to 8 hrs pay, will be given to the FRs to motivate individuals to 

engage in self-care activities. This will decrease occupational stressors related to not having enough time for well-

being activities. 
 

Next steps  

First, we need to implement the Responders First program at the NVCFD for at least one year. Once the program 

has been tailored, and depending on the results, an expansion of the program to other fire departments on the North 

Shore and in Vancouver would be a possible next step. If the program continues to be successful, it could be 

implemented across the province and then nation-wide. Furthermore, if there is also high external validity, we may 

consider rolling out the program to other FRs. Overall, the scale-up of this program will rely on the success of the 

pilot interventions as well as continued support of community partners and sponsors. 
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