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For EMS personnel, the psychological toll of 
the frontline is acute.  Paramedics and EMTs 
operate in highly unpredictable environ-
ments, routinely facing trauma, violence, 
and death.  Because their core objective 
is delivering patients to the hospital alive, 
failing to save a life often triggers intense 
personal grief and a false sense 
of professional failure—even 
when no personal con-
nection to the patient 
existed.

Compounding this 
strain is a pervasive 
industry stigma that 
equates emotional 
vulnerability with 
weakness.  To cope, 
EMS clinicians rely 
heavily on com-
partmentalization, 
packing distressing 
emotions into a 
mental ‘suitcase.’  
Over time, this unre-
solved baggage overflows into 
duty-bound grief—a complex mix of cumu-
lative trauma, delayed reactions, and disen-
franchised grief (loss that cannot be openly 
or publicly mourned).  The consequences of 
burying these feelings can be devastating.  
Nearly one-third of first responders develop 
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder/Injury (PTS-
D/I), frequently sparked by haunting inci-
dents involving children.  Furthermore, first 
responders experience suicide rates double 
that of the general population, making EMS 
personnel statistically more likely to take 
their own lives than non-EMS personnel.

In EMS training, grief is often oversimpli-
fied as a predictable, linear checklist.  In 
reality, it functions like an emotional pinball 
machine, violently kicking paramedics and 
EMTs back and forth between denial, anger, 
bargaining, depression, and acceptance with 
no set timeline.

To complete the body’s natural fight-or-
flight stress response and prevent compas-
sion fatigue, EMS personnel must practice 
regular mental hygiene and wellness 
through proactive strategies like these:

• Peer Support and EAP Networks - Trained 
peers and culturally competent 

mental health professionals 
provide safe, judgment-free 

spaces to express emo-
tions and decompress.

• Operational De-
briefings - Reviewing 
difficult calls and 
sharing meals 
together as a crew 
allows teams to 
process collective 
trauma jointly.

• Mindfulness 
and Body Scans - 
Mental check-ins 

can identify physical 
tension, while yoga 

and focused breathing help 
to reset the nervous system.

• Honor and Release Systems - Small ritu-
als, like symbolically releasing a patient’s 
name, help establish healthy emotional 
boundaries.

By practicing proactive care and specialized 
trauma therapies, EMS professionals can 
move beyond mere survival and genuinely 
thrive.
(Adapted from:  https://www.psychologytoday.com/
us/blog/understanding-grief/202409/grief-and-the-
first-responder; https://www.providentins.com/coping-
strategies-for-first-responders-dealing-with-grief-and-
loss-on-the-frontlines/; https://www.alliconnect.com/
resource/understanding-grief-in-the-first-respond-
er-community; https://www.ems1.com/ems-advocacy/
articles/ems-and-grief-understanding-your-emo-
tions-I8EJBUX6JdnUAaeC/; https://www.jems.com/
mental-health-wellness/grief-on-the-front-line-manag-
ing-our-hidden-wounds/)

The Unique Weight of Grief in EMS 
National Grief Awareness Day - August 30th
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Mental Break Game Time 
Look to the Stars!!!AUGUST 2026 - Look to the Stars!!!

Across
4. A long-tailed meteor streaks horizontally

5. The twinkling of stars, caused by atmospheric
turbulence distorting the light

Down
1. Relating to a star or stars

2. Relating to the sky or outer space

3. The common name for a meteor
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ACROSS
4.  Long-tailed meteor 
that streaks horizontally
5.  Star “twinkling” 
(atmospheric light 
distortion)
6.  Gas, dust, and billions 
of stars
8.   Meteor that glows 
brighter than a planet
11.  Group of stars form-
ing a prominent pattern
13.  Rare space rock that 
survives atmospheric 
entry and lands on 
Earth’s surface
14.  Colossal, luminous 
explosion of a dying star
16.  Cloud of dust, ice, 
and rock left behind by a 
comet or asteroid
18.  Bright streak of light 
as a meteoroid plunges 
into the atmosphere
19.  The practice of ob-
serving the night sky

celestial, comet, constellation, cosmos, debris, earthgrazer, 
fallingstar, fireball, galaxy, meteor, meteorite, nebula, radiant, 
scintillation, spacedust,, stargazing, stellar, supernova, train, 
zenith

DOWN
1.  Relating to a star 
or stars
2.  Relating to the sky 
or outer space
3.  Common name for 
a meteor
7.  Immense cloud of 
gas and dust in outer 
space
9.  Highest activity 
level of a meteor 
shower
10.  The universe seen 
as a well-ordered 
whole
12.  Lingering ionized 
gas and dust left 
behind after a meteor 
streaks past
14.  Particles of rock, 
ice, metal, and organic 
compounds left over 
from asteroids, com-
ets, and dying stars
15.  Specific point 
in the sky where a 
meteor appears to 
originate
17.  Icy, small solar 
system bodies that 
heat up when passing 
close to the Sun
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Recognizing and Preventing  
Compassion Fatigue 

A Wellness Resource for Our Crews

AUGUST AWARENESS
International Peace Month (WHITE)
National Wellness Month
11-13:  Perseid Meteor Showers
15:  National Relaxation Day
30:  National Grief Awareness Day 
(BLACK)

AUGUST COMMUNITY EVENTS
7-9:  Festival of the Arts @ Villas at Scenic 
River
8:  Summer Festival @ Circle Park (Kern-
ville)
15-16:  63rd Mountain Festival @ Central 
Park (Tehachapi)
15:  6K Taco Fun Run/2K Walk @ Yokuts 
Park
15:  Hip-Hop Music Festival @ Dignity 
Arena
29:  5th PSPR ‘Ohana Koa Luau @ Stock-
dale Country Club

AUGUST FARMER’S MARKETS
2, 9, 16, 23, 30 (Sun):  Haggin Oaks Hen’s 
Roost Farmer’s Market @ 8800 Ming Ave
1, 8, 15, 22, 29 (Sat):  From the Farmhouse 
Farmer’s Market @ 3201 ‘F’ St.; Downtown 
Hen’s Roost Farmer’s Market @ 1916 ‘G’ 
St.; 

Every shift, our EMTs and paramedics meet 
people on the hardest day of their lives. 
That work takes real compassion — and 
over time, carrying other people’s worst 
moments can wear a person down. That 
wearing-down has a name: compassion fa-
tigue. It’s common, it’s not a character flaw, 
and there are concrete things you can do to 
protect yourself against it.

What compassion fatigue is

Compassion fatigue is what can happen 
after long, repeated exposure to other 
people’s suffering. Clinicians sometimes 
describe providers as sponges: you absorb 
trauma call after call until it becomes hard 
to take in — or respond to — anything 
more. Research suggests nearly half of EMS 
professionals have experienced it at some 
point.

It’s related to, but different from, burnout. 
Burnout is general exhaustion with the job 
itself and can happen in any line of work. 
Compassion fatigue is tied specifically to 
secondary, or “vicarious,” traumatic stress 
— the toll of witnessing what we witness. Its 
symptoms can resemble those of PTSD.

Signs to watch for

In yourself or a crewmate, watch for:

• Ongoing exhaustion, irritability, or anger

• Feeling numb or less able to empathize

• Turning to alcohol, substances, or other 
unhealthy coping

• Lower satisfaction with work you used to 
find meaningful

• Trouble making decisions or caring for 
others

Noticing these early — before you’re in 
crisis — is exactly the point. The goal is to 
build up your reserves so you’re ready when 
hard calls come.

Six ways to protect yourself

Protect your sleep. Long shifts make regular 
rest hard, so guard the sleep you can get. 
A consistent wind-down routine, limiting 
caffeine and alcohol before bed, and a 
calming ritual like slow breathing or muscle 
relaxation all help.

Move and eat well. Physical activity is a 
proven stress outlet, and steady nutrition 
supports your overall resilience.

Try mindfulness or meditation. Even a few 
minutes can help. Research has linked 
regular meditation to calmer, more com-
passionate responses to distressing images 
and sounds — a useful defense in this line 
of work.

Lean on your peers. Talking with people 

who understand the job is one of the most 
effective things you can do. If you’d benefit 
from more structured peer support, reach 
out to a supervisor or HR — we can point 
you to what’s available.

Talk to a professional. Therapy isn’t only for 
emergencies; anyone can benefit, and many 
options are available by phone or video. 
Asking for help is a normal part of this 
work, not a sign you can’t handle it.

Make a coping plan. Everyone copes differ-
ently. Having a short, personal list of go-to 
strategies lets you pause, name what you’re 
feeling, and reach for something that works 
for you.

A few practical techniques

• 4-7-8 breathing. Breathe in for four 
counts, hold for seven, exhale slowly 
for eight. Repeat three or four times to 
settle your nerves after a tough call or 
before bed.

• Time in nature. A short walk in a park 
or green space is associated with lower 
emotional exhaustion and better sleep.

• Journaling. Writing — or even sketching 
— can help you process and set down 
what you’ve seen.

• Mindful movement. Yoga or tai chi can 
help you stay steady under stress. As 
one first-responder yoga instructor puts 
it, it’s less about flexibility and more 
about learning to “get comfortable with 
the uncomfortable.”

Asking for help is not weakness

There’s an old idea in EMS that you just 
have to be tough and deal with it. It isn’t 
true, and it doesn’t serve anyone. Recogniz-
ing stress and reaching out is how strong 
providers stay in this career for the long 
haul.

Where to get support

If you or someone you know is in crisis, help 
is available 24/7:

• 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline — call or 
text 988

• Safe Call Now — 206-459-3020 (staffed 
by first responders, for EMS profession-
als and their families)

Hall Ambulance also offers resources 
through our Employee Assistance Program. 
If you’re not sure where to start, reach out 
to HR and we’ll help you connect.
Adapted for the Hall Ambulance newsletter from “How 
Paramedics Can Prevent Compassion Fatigue” by Lyss 
Welding, LearnHowToBecome.org (updated November 5, 
2021). Read the full original article at https://www.learn-
howtobecome.org/how-paramedics-can-prevent-com-
passion-fatigue/. Crisis line information updated to 
reflect the current 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline.

Calling all future Paramedics! If you’re 
ready to take your career to the next level, 
keep an eye out for a message from HR 
regarding recruitment for our next Para-
medic Academy cohort. Applications close 
August 7, so don’t wait to apply. If you’re 
not ready this time around, watch for 
information this winter about our Spring 
Paramedic Academy.


