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Prevention is an important area that must be highlighted. Many people in the first responder 
community see Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) as an inevitability, rather than a 
possibility. As prevention is on the forefront of personal wellbeing, Canadian Paramedicine will 
issue a series of papers about the impact of witnessing and vicariously living through traumatic 
incidents. These papers will include but are not limited to:  
 
 

 Ways to cope when our nervous system is triggered 

 Ways to engage our colleagues in discussion when we’re concerned about them 

 How to ensure you’re getting the support you need from your colleagues, a therapist or 
your spouse 

 How to support our colleagues if they’re struggling 
 
 
A key indicator of the influence of trauma on people is how they “make sense of the events” 
they’re going through. Trauma is now being recognized, and people are beginning to get the 
services they need. This makes me happy; paradoxically, it’s also concerning. The more we 
think we will have problems, the more likely it is that we will have problems. This means we 
have to be both thoughtful and intentional about how we take care of ourselves  
 
In my time working with EMS as a clinical traumatologist and compassion fatigue specialist, I’ve 
learned that people love their jobs and love the service we provide to the province of Ontario. 
I’ve also learned you are proud of what you do, proud of how far her medicine has come and 
are proud of being part of the profession. This next series of articles will invite you to look at how 
you can personally ensure you keep on top of your profession, while maintaining mental and 
physical health.   
 
The first thing I invite you to do is to learn about and explore compassion fatigue by reading the 
following brief article, as it’s compassion fatigue that makes us vulnerable to vicarious trauma 
which increases the potentiality of PTSD.  
 
Compassion Fatigue 
 
We’ve all heard about PTSD and most of us have an understanding of the impact it has on our 
physical, mental and emotional state. Those who dedicate themselves to helping others can 
also be vulnerable to compassion fatigue.  
 

Compassion fatigue is simply defined as a condition characterized by a gradual lessening of 
compassion over time which makes emergency service personnel more susceptible to 
developing symptomology. These symptoms include but are not limited to: 
 

 Change in focus from positivity to primarily negativity - loss of hope 

 anger directed towards place of employment 
 Tolerance for ambiguity and frustration diminished  

 Increased outbursts of anger or rage 

 Intrusive thoughts/images of difficult patient (or personal) situations difficult 
circumstances/trauma 



 Feelings that mimic patient’s or families’ emotional symptoms (taking on the feelings of 
others) 

 Susceptibility to illness 

 Absenteeism and a decrease in patient care  

 Substance abuse 

 Dread of working with certain patients, colleagues and stakeholders 

 Depression 

 Ineffective and/or self-destructive behaviours 

 Hyper/Hypo-vigilance 

 Loss of confidence at work   

 Diminished sense of purpose/enjoyment with career 

 Home life impacted i.e. problems with spouse, divorce and other family difficulties 

 Lowered functioning in nonprofessional situations 

 Difficulty separating work and personal life  

 Receives unusual amounts of complaints from patients, caregivers and both external 
and internal stakeholders (Dr. Anna Baranowsky, 2010). 

 

When compassion fatigue begins to develop, our ability to care for patients can be 
compromised. This can lead to issues on a continuum of hyper or hypo arousal during crisis 
situations.  When working at both ends of this continuum, staff can under or over perform, 
creating further safety issues for patients, colleagues and ourselves. Knowing the signs and 
symptoms of compassion fatigue is integral for you to continue to provide excellent service and 
remain safe and healthy. 
 

Often the signs and symptoms of compassion fatigue are masked by what people believe to be 
“a bad day” or even “burnout.” By looking inward for some signs and symptoms mentioned 
above, you can identify trigger points and seek assistance/resources for compassion fatigue. 
This would enable you to continue to provide the most compassionate care possible while 
staying engaged, and enjoying the work you signed up for.  
 

The next article will support staff by providing ideas on how to cope when they are feeling 
triggered or have a difficult call. 
 



 

Combating Covid Fatigue  

Have you ever picked up, known or saw someone tired of fighting an illness and 

wondered how they could give up? Have you ever wondered why someone would 

choose to let their guard down and put themselves at risk for getting sick with an 

autoimmune disease they’ve been living with for years? Have you ever judged people 

and thought, how could someone do that to their family?   I have been guilty of this both 

as a social worker and personally. I remember feeling angry that my mother didn’t try an 

experimental treatment that may or may not have worked for her cancer. She had 

struggled with it for three years, already tried an experimental drug that had prolonged 

her life; however, it wreaked havoc on her body.  

I’m guessing people may know where I’m going with this; I am hearing that people are 

tired of wearing their masks staying home; having their freedom stolen from them; find it 

hard when their kids won’t hug them when they come home, are afraid to embrace their 

kids or partner. I’m inviting you to remember that we are pretty close to figuring out 

some answers to this pandemic.  

Covid fatigue is something that we all struggle with; however, those on the frontline 

have “special permission to be fatigued.” You have been prudent and so far have not 

got unwell or made anybody sick. I hope you’re proud of this as you are consistently 

moving into the unknown, appearing or being calm, confident, but are sometimes 

terrified. You are the scouts on the frontline charging headfirst into enemy territory.  

So while you are tired, if you let your guard down like that person with the autoimmune 

disease or give up like the cancer patient who throws the towel in, would you ever 

forgive yourself? Yes, you are tired of hearing and seeing the hopelessness, death and 

grief above and beyond your “normal” complicated and challenging work. People are 

getting irritable, stressed, anxious, stuffing their emotions with food or other things, or 

paradoxically not eating enough, having trouble sleeping or not wanting to get out of 

bed and being unmotivated or less productive.  

These are all symptoms of Covid/compassion fatigue. So while we may be tired of 

having our lives changed against our will, I’m going to ask you to endeavour to try some 

of the following strategies to ensure you maintain your energy levels and hope. 

1. If it ain’t broken, don’t fix it! So far, you stayed safe and kept your family safe. 

Continue to Donn and Doff safely and ensure that you are protecting yourself at 

all times! If you do that, you’ll also be protecting your colleagues. Let’s do the 

right thing and not let Covid Win! 

2. Let’s accept what is real – Covid has changed our lives forever. Our new normal 

is happening, and until we get some control, we need to commit to keeping 

ourselves, our families, colleagues, and the public safe. Because you haven’t 

become sick at work through this time, it means that we have the capacity, 

knowledge and awareness of how to keep you safe. While arduous, scary and 

frustrating as hell, we have to keep on top of this stuff! 



 

3. When going into a stressful meeting or situation, you can use the “Big Four” 

(below) to plan and work through the call; additionally, use it daily to plan how to 

stay safe, fill your gas tank and release your cumulative stress.  

- The first of the “Big Four is goal setting (what needs to happen, visualization, 

self-talk and box breathing) to relax and think. Use the big four and set goals as 

to what needs to happen on the call for it to go well. Similarly, what do you need 

to do to keep your energy up and not let Covid win, i.e.,  

o are you sleeping properly, exercising, eating well, watching your intake of 

food, alcohol or other substances, calling EFAP, talking to yourself versus 

listening, trusting your process  

o Remember that letting your guard down increases the likelihood of 

rumination. 

- Visualize the call going well and what may need to happen for that to occur. 

Ensure all your Covid protocols are in place and keeping you safe. 

- Check your shitty committee at the door and keep the Self Talk more positive.  

- Use box breathing throughout the process to keep you grounded.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you find yourself struggling or ruminating, shift the focus and begin changing your self-

talk. Today I am inviting you to use daily practice strategies to help yourself get through 

this difficult time. I’d ask you to use this daily, hourly and minute by minute, if needed, to 

stop the rumination and preserve your energy so that when you do get home, you can 

bring loving care and have it reciprocated!  
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Have you ever picked up, known or saw someone tired of fighting an illness and wondered how they could 

give up? Have you ever wondered why someone would choose to let their guard down and put themselves at 

risk for getting sick with an autoimmune disease they've been living with for years? Have you ever judged 

people and thought, how could someone do that to their family?   I have been guilty of this both as a social 

worker and personally. I remember feeling angry that my mother didn't try an experimental treatment that may 

or may not have worked for her cancer. She had struggled with it for three years, already tried an experimental 

drug that had prolonged her life; however, it wreaked havoc on her body. 

 

I'm guessing people may know where I'm going with this. I am hearing that people are tired of wearing their 

masks and staying home.  Tired of having their freedom stolen from them. Finding it hard when their kids 

won't hug them when they come home. Tired of being afraid to embrace their kids or partner. 

 

Covid fatigue is something that we all struggle with. However, those on the frontline have "special permission 

to be fatigued." You have been prudent and so far have not got unwell or made anybody sick. I hope you're 

proud of this as you are consistently moving into the unknown, appearing or being calm, confident, but are 

sometimes terrified. You are the scouts on the frontline charging headfirst into enemy territory. 

 

So while it is completely understandable that you are tired, if you let your guard down – even momentarily -- 

and this resulted in Covid spread, would you ever forgive yourself? Yes, you are tired of hearing and seeing 

the hopelessness, death and grief above and beyond your "normal" complicated and challenging work. People 



 

are getting irritable, stressed, anxious, stuffing their emotions with food or other things, or paradoxically not 

eating enough, having trouble sleeping or not wanting to get out of bed and being unmotivated or less 

productive. 

 

These are all symptoms of Covid/compassion fatigue. So while we may be tired of having our lives changed 

against our will, I will invite us to be intentional. There is a well-known fable about frogs. It is said if we were 

to put a frog into boiling water, it would do everything to escape. However, if we put it in cool water and 

slowly raised the temperature, it would stay in the water and inevitably perish. We need to see this stress 

similarly. If we keep coming to work and waiting for things to get better, Covid Fatigue is inevitable or is 

happening. Let's not wait to be cooked – jump out of the hot water! Let's be intentional and take care of things 

while we can. Fatigue is inevitable, but not a life sentence. I'm going to ask you to try some of the following 

strategies to ensure you maintain your energy levels and hope. 

1. If it ain't broken, don't fix it! So far, you stayed safe and kept your family safe. Continue to Donn and 

Doff PPE safely and ensure that you are protecting yourself at all times! If you do that, you'll also be 

protecting your colleagues. Let's do the right thing and not let Covid Win! 

2. Let's accept what is real – Covid has changed our lives forever. Our new normal is happening, and 

until we get some control, we need to commit to keeping ourselves, our families, colleagues, and the 

public safe. Because you haven't become sick at work through this time, it means that we have the 

capacity, knowledge and awareness of how to keep you safe. While arduous, scary and frustrating as 

hell, we have to keep on top of this stuff! 

3. When going into a stressful meeting or situation, you can use the "Big Four" (below) to plan and 

work through the call; additionally, use it daily to plan how to stay safe, fill your gas tank and release 

your cumulative stress. 

 The first of the "Big Four is goal setting (what needs to happen, visualization, self-talk and box 

breathing) to relax and think. Use the big four and set goals as to what needs to happen on the call for 

it to go well. Similarly, what do you need to do to keep your energy up and not let Covid win, i.e., 

o are you sleeping properly, exercising, eating well, watching your intake of food, alcohol or 

other substances, calling EFAP, talking to yourself versus listening, trusting your process 

o Remember that letting your guard down increases the likelihood of rumination. 

 Visualize the call going well and what may need to happen for that to occur. Ensure all your Covid 

protocols are in place and keeping you safe. 

 Check your shitty committee at the door and keep the Self Talk more positive. 

 Use box breathing throughout the process to keep you grounded. 

  

  

 

 

If you find yourself struggling or ruminating, shift the focus and begin changing your self-talk. Today I am 



 

inviting you to use daily practice strategies to help yourself get through this difficult time. I'd ask you to use 

this daily, hourly and minute by minute, if needed, to stop the rumination and preserve your energy so that 

when you do get home, you can bring loving care and have it reciprocated! 

 



 

COVID-19: Grief and Loss 
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In light of this current pandemic, there is a great deal of complexity when it comes to our mental health. In 

addition to the potential depression and anxiety that can come with the worry of COVID-19, one of the issues 

that people are not as informed about is the grief that they may be feeling. Grief manifests itself in different 

ways for people. Shock and denial is something that many don’t see is a part of grief and loss. Sadly, the denial 

component may have been the reason why so many became ill in the beginning of the pandemic. Denial is part 

of why people may not have protected themselves quickly enough to avoid the transfer of illness. 

  

Kubler and Ross have a seven-stage model for grief and loss. Many see it as a linear tool to be used; however, 

the model is not linear, and stages can be visited and revisited over a long period. These are essential issues as 

grief is not something we deal with only once in our lives. Pain is everywhere around us and, as a result, needs 

to be something that we don’t avoid when confronted with it. Interestingly, many people who have been 

“unscathed” by COVID-19, sometimes have a hard time understanding the intensity of their emotions. 

  

Currently, many people are potentially struggling with chronic grief. Symptoms that can manifest with chronic 

grief include: 

 anger, 

 anxiety, 

 avoidance, 

 confusion, 

 decreased concentration, 

 depression, 

 detachment, 

 emotional exhaustion, 

 insomnia, 

 isolation, 

 guilt, 

 sadness or other symptoms. 

Some may ask if I didn’t lose anybody what am my grieving? It’s important to note that the world has 

changed, and our freedom to move around without fear of being infected by a contagious disease, may be gone 

forever. Children gathering to play together has changed; going to school may be different for a very long 
time; being anxious about a possible contraction of illness is reality versus a luxury. 

  



 

The world has changed, and consciously or unconsciously, many are moving through Kubler Ross’s stages of 

grief. This article is an invitation to understand what may be happening to you or the loved ones around you. 

Some may be grieving the loss of safety and security that we used to feel. Fearfulness can lead to anxiety, 

which can lead to a myriad of other emotions that come to the surface.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

In general, these are the stages. Until recently, many people saw the stages as being linear i.e. staged 

progression; conversely, people must understand that people can and do vacillate back and forth through the 

steps. I’d invite you to reflect on your experience with COVID-19. How many times have you: 

  

1. Been in a state of disbelief? 

2. Felt guilty for wanting to get outside and forget the reality of the situation? 

3. Caught yourself feeling like maybe it is a conspiracy and that this isn’t real? 

4. Bargained with God or your version of a higher power when you felt unwell? 

5. Felt depressed and hopeless? 

  

If you have done any of these, you’ve likely gone through different stages of the model. Denial is an integral 

part of the process, then comes pain and guilt, which can be very pervasive during the grief process 

  

Anger and bargaining are also prevalent in the grief process. People are finding other things to focus on, and 

the anger is manifesting in many different ways. High rates of domestic violence, child abuse, racism, and 

criminal activities are among some of the ways that anger is manifesting. 

  

Depression, reflection and loneliness is a massive part of COVID-19. Particularly for people who are older as 

their friends are dying at high rates. They can’t connect with their grandkids, or their families etc. 

  

The upward turn – this is where we may find ourselves in the throes of a second wave. We may get to the 

upward turn to fast. If we are too careless, there will be huge problems. Sometimes with pervasive grief comes 

a vulnerability to such nonchalance. That said, there’s a lot of people who are positively working through 

COVID-19 and are ready to take the upward turn. They’ve used acceptance as a coping strategy and realized 

how important it is for them to stay healthy. 

  

In the next article, we will talk about how to work through grief and different strategies that can be used to 

cope, including acceptance-based strategies. 

  

How do you honour your sadness 


