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Abstract
Firefighters are repeatedly exposed to trauma on the job, which could result in the need
for mental health services; however, many firefighters experience barriers that impede
their access to available resources. Additional research is needed from a qualitative lens
on firefighters' help-seeking behaviors to inform the development of treatment
interventions. The purpose of this study was to explore firefighters’ perceptions and
experiences of seeking professional mental health treatment services. A generic
qualitative approach and interpretive lens were used for the investigation. Twelve active
U.S. firefighters with a minimum of 2 years on the job participated in semistructured
interviews. Thematic analysis yielded five themes: (a) trauma exposure, (b) fire service
culture, (c) perceptions of available resources, (d) financial burden, and (e) the role of
interpersonal relationships in seeking help. Participants reported various barriers to
seeking help: their perceptions of support, stigma, access to treatment, availability of
services, and financial costs. Additionally, participants had mixed views on employee
assistance programs, specifically in regard to confidentiality protections and availability
of competent clinicians. Understanding the perceptions and experiences of firefighters
related to seeking mental health treatment may empower firefighters by giving them a
platform to have their voices heard, inform clinicians on how to tailor treatment, and alert
policy makers about the need to make resources available to this population. Positive

social change implications include improved access to resources and decreased stigma.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study

Firefighters serve an essential role in society in providing vital emergency
services to communities (Johnson et al., 2019). Although they provide necessary safety
and protection services to communities, they often, by the nature of the work, place
themselves in harm’s way and experience high emotional and cognitive adversity and
traumatic situations (Jones et al., 2020). Performing in high-stress situations can have
sometimes enduring effects on human psyche, either conscious or unconscious or both
(Morman et al., 2020).

In conducting this study, | sought to provide insight into the perceptions and
experiences of firefighters related to seeking mental health treatment services. In 2017,
the U.S. emergency call rate for first responders was approximately 50 million events per
year (Jones, 2017). In 2018, fire departments in the country received 36,746,500
emergency calls (National Fire Protection Association, 2019). These numbers appear to
indicate a high rate of traumatic events occurring in a variety of communities. As a result,
first responders have an increased risk of secondary trauma exposure, which could lead to
increased mental health illnesses. Secondary trauma occurs when an individual witnesses
or listens to stories of another person experiencing trauma (Pellegrini et al., 2022).

Repetitive exposure to daily trauma increases the risk of posttraumatic stress
disorder (PTSD) and substance use among firefighters (IAFF Center of Excellence Staff,
2021). Suicide is an increased risk among this population, indicating a need for mental
health services (Boffa et al., 2018). Previous researchers have presented qualitative data

identifying the barriers that firefighters face when seeking mental health services
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(Carpenter et al., 2020; Gulliver et al. 2019; Hom et al., 2016; Stanley et al., 2017). Jones

et al.'s (2020) study was one of only a few qualitative studies to address help-seeking
behavior among first responders. Jones et al. recommended continued research on first
responders' perceptions to improve the mental health model of services delivered to this
population. In this qualitative study, | sought to provide insight into firefighters’
perceptions and experiences in seeking mental health services, including their perceptions
of available resources. The qualitative approach involved exploring rich data collected
through individual semistructured interviews.

In this chapter, I will provide a brief overview of the topic and problems related to
firefighters' obtainment of mental health services treatment. In addition, | will state the
purpose and problem of the study, discuss the theoretical framework as it relates to the
research question, and describe the nature of the study. The chapter also includes an
overview of the assumptions, scope and delimitations, limitations, and significance of this
study for future research. The summary of this chapter will tie in essential details of each
topic presented in the chapter.

Background

To maintain healthy relationships and continue serving their communities,
firefighters need to sustain their mental health (Simon & Peters, 2017). In 2017 and 2018,
103 and 82 U.S. firefighters died of suicide, respectively (Heyman et al., 2018). Data
collected by Heyman et al. (2018) showed a 20% higher rate of suicide among
firefighters than the general population (18/100,000 vs. 13/100,000). The high rate of

suicides indicates a need for mental health services within fire departments. Firefighters



appear to struggle from a lack of mental health treatment and services with 37% of first
responders suffering from PTSD compared to 3.5% of adults in the general population
and 4-22% suffering from anxiety and depression compared to 7% of adults in the
general population (Jones et al., 2020). Also, 34-56% of firefighters suffer from binge
drinking, and approximately 70% suffer from a sleep disorder, research shows (Jones et
al., 2020).

Existing research on firefighters seeking mental health treatment is quantitative
with a focus on barriers to seeking care. Articles, such as Carpenter et al.'s (2020) on
forgiveness and the impact of stigma and mental health challenges and Krakauer et al.’s
(2020) on identifying high levels of stigma among firefighters compared to other public
service providers, provide insight on help-seeking barriers. Gulliver et al (2018)
identified stigma as the third leading barrier to firefighters seeking mental health
treatment. Both internal and external stigma are barriers to help seeking for mental health
services. Internal stigma on seeking help affects firefighters’ level of depression, suicide
ideation, and symptoms of PTSD (Carpenter et al., 2020). Additionally, Krakauer et al.
(2020) found that compared to other public service providers, firefighters appeared to
have the least amount of knowledge of mental health services and the highest percentage
of stigma. External barriers such as firefighters’ reputation (within the community and
their families and friends) and feelings of shame or embarrassment are primary barriers to
seeking help (Johnson et al., 2019). Finally, a structural barrier exists with financial costs
for treatment and affordability to take time off work to receive treatment (Johnson et al.,

2019). Despite this knowledge of barriers, qualitative research on firefighters' pursuit of



mental health services is lacking. Without knowledge of firefighters' perceptions and
experiences, mental health service providers have struggled to devise appropriate
treatments for this population (Jones, 2017).

Current literature highlights the problem of repetitive trauma exposure in the
mental health well-being of firefighters. The literature shows the prevalence of negative
coping skills such as drug and alcohol use, increased suicidal thoughts, and poor sleep
among this population (Martin, Vujanovic, et al., 2017). Additionally, stigmas such as
poor reputations and appearing weak to others further create barriers to treatment
(Johnson et al., 2019). Other barriers to seeking treatment identified in current literature
are the cultural competency of clinicians, the resources available to small fire
departments, and the cost of treatment including missed time from work (Johnson et al.,
2019). Jones (2020) identified a need for qualitative research on preventative and
intervention methods that are specifically development for the treatment of this
population. This gap in the literature calls for additional qualitative research on the
perceptions and experiences of firefighters seeking mental health services.

Problem Statement

Vicarious or secondary trauma exposure places firefighters at an elevated risk for
mental health problems than the general population (Stanley et al., 2017). PTSD,
depression, anxiety, and addictions are common mental health problems following
untreated trauma exposure (Milligan-Saville et al., 2018). The daily exposure to complete
or attempted suicides on the job compounds the trauma exposure of first responders, with

firefighters having an increased rate of suicide deaths in 2019 compared to previous years



(Jones, 2020). Furthermore, Heyman et al. (2018) reported that only 40% of suicides
represent the data, alluding to a crisis of untreated mental health problems that appears to
be a constant variable in the lives of firefighters.

Jones (2017) conducted a meta-analysis that highlighted mental health issues that
are commonly overlooked regarding the mental health needs of firefighters and EMTSs.
The 27 articles on firefighters from the United States, Australia, Brazil, United Kingdom,
Germany, Canada, Netherlands, Poland, Scotland, South Africa, and Taiwan included in
the study showed high prevalence rates of mental health problems for this population
when compared to the general population. Alcohol use had a high prevalence rate (89%)
among firefighters. Furthermore, the prevalence of the comorbidities of depression and
PTSD among this population ranged between 21% and 95% due to trauma exposure.
Jones did not find qualitative studies to explain help-seeking issues and barriers among
this population. Later, Jones et al. (2020) conducted a qualitative study on barriers
identified among first responders seeking mental health care. Jones et al. used an
ethnographic qualitative approach. Barriers to seeking treatment identified in the study
showed a fear of weakness, possible confidentiality breach, family burdens, past negative
experiences with therapists, and limited access to treatment. Additionally, the author
identified a need for further qualitative data collection on firefighters seeking mental
health services from their personal experiences.

| examined firefighters’ perceptions and experiences in seeking mental health
services, which differs from Jones et al.'s (2020) focus on perceptions of mental health

problems and help-seeking behaviors. | found five research articles that addressed mental



health problems and help-seeking behaviors among firefighters (Gulliver et al., 2018;
Hom et al., 2016; Jones et al., 2020; Kim et al., 2018; Stanley, Boffa, et al., 2017;
Stanley, Hom, et al., 2017). These studies support further qualitative investigation of the
study phenomenon.

In their mixed-methods study, Gulliver et al. (2018) focused on firefighters'
access, attitudes, and preferences in receiving mental health services. Gulliver et al. found
that 81% of participants were aware of having access to mental health services, yet
stigma-related barriers (such as fear of a breach of confidentiality) were reasons for not
recommending internal behavioral health services to colleagues. Kim et al. (2018)
surveyed firefighters who perceived obstacles to treatment and stigma for not receiving
mental health services. The usage of mental health services among firefighters appeared
lower in South Korea than in the United States with an approximate 22% lifetime rate in
South Korea and a 43% annual rate in the United States (Kim et al., 2018). Kim et al.'s
data emphasize the international scope of the study problem. Stanley, Boffa, et al. (2017)
conducted a quantitative study to compare psychiatric symptoms between volunteer and
career firefighters. Their findings highlight various types of barriers to treatment for both
career and volunteer firefighters but also revealed similarities with stigma among the
firefighter population. Stanley, Hom, et al. (2017) conducted a web-based study focused
on female firefighters' suicidal thoughts related to their careers. The findings in the study
highlight how the struggles of women firefighters with suicidal thoughts and behaviors
prior to their careers as firefighters affects behavior and post trauma exposure on the job,

identifying a need for pre and post mental health treatment for this population. To better
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understand mental health resources for firefighters pre and post trauma exposure, Hom et
al. (2016) used a web-based survey to identify thoughts and behaviors associated with
how firefighters accessed mental health services. The researchers found that firefighters
with a history of suicide attempts often seek treatment but report barriers and concerns
stemming from fears of embarrassment and damage to their reputation (Hom et al. 2016).

These studies, outside of Jones (2017 and 2020) and Gulliver et al. (2018), did not
involve a consideration of the populations' personal experiences. Additional research is
needed from a qualitative lens to further assist firefighters in both help seeking but also in
treatment interventions. Studies on firefighters appear limited on the topic of help-
seeking and mental health problems. | aimed to bridge the gap in research by conducting
in-depth individual interviews with active firefighters to gain rich data.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore firefighters’ perceptions and
experiences in seeking mental health services while coping with daily trauma exposure.
In this study, I used a generic qualitative approach to interpret the health-seeking
behaviors of firefighters. With the increased prevalence of mental health problems among
firefighters compared to the general population (Jones et al., 2020), it is important to
study the perceptions and experiences of daily trauma exposure among this population.

Research Question
What are the perceptions and experiences of firefighters in seeking mental health

services to cope with exposure to trauma on the job?



Theoretical Framework

| used the theory of planned behavior (TPB) as the theoretical framework for this
investigation. There is empirical evidence validating its use to predict human behavior in
various areas such as drug use, travel selection, recycling choices, practice of safe sex,
and use of technology to protect personal information (Ajzen, 2020; Reysen et al., 2018).
Ajzen (2020) developed TPB to predict human behavior and assist in developing
interventions to treat various populations. TPB encompasses characteristics such as those
of social cognitive theory but has its roots in the theory of reason and action to explain
human behavior intention (St Quinton et al., 2021). In 1980, Martin Fishbein and lcek
Ajzen developed the theory of reason and action, which focuses on attitudes and
subjective norms related to human behavior (Ajzen, 2020). This theory focuses on
volition and intentions of behavior (Ajzen, 2020). An extension of this theory emerged
with Ajzen (2020) adding behavioral control (the difficulty or ease of the behavior) as a
key concept in 1985.

Attitude, social norms, and perceived behavioral control are key concepts of TPB
(St Quinton et al., 2021) and underpin the interview questions in this study. Attitudes
refer to positive versus negative thinking about an action (Miller, 2017). Norms are
subjective to what others think about the individual engaging in behavior related to
external influences and social pressures (Miller, 2017). Perceived behavioral control
focuses on whether an individual believes they can participate in the behavior, such as

having access or means to engage in the activity (Miller, 2017).



Ajzen (2020) stated that the intensity of the intention determines the behavior
outcome. There are auxiliary assumptions that drive predictions of TPB: Measurements,
Behavior, and Scaling to bridge the gap of observable and non-observable terms within
the theory (St Quinton et al., 2021). These auxiliary assumptions do not decrease the
validity and empirical evidence of TPB (St Quinton et al., 2021). TPB is considered a
popular theory for studying health and behavior as it is easy to comprehend the
complexities of human behavior (Miller, 2017).

The concepts of attitude, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control
identified in TPB are relevant to understanding the perceptions and experiences of
firefighters seeking mental health services. Firefighters' behavioral beliefs about mental
health services, along with post trauma exposure, could determine their behavior of
seeking help. Ajzen (2020) noted that the power of a belief to produce positive or
negative attitudes contributes to the behavior outcome. The research question for this
study focuses on the perceptions and experiences of firefighters, which aligns with
attitude and subjective norms related to seeking help to cope with trauma exposure.
Subjective norms in TPB underlie injunctive normative beliefs, including the approval of
family members, friends, coworkers of the behavior, and descriptive normative beliefs,
which identify similar individuals as oneself performing such behaviors (Ajzen, 2020).

Additionally, I explored the use of perceived behavioral control in the study. The
research question involved the perceptions of resources, accessibility to care, cooperation
of essential individuals in firefighters' lives, and the availability of time and finances to

seek mental health services (Ajzen, 2020). Perceived behavioral control may contribute
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to the attitude and subjective norms that could determine firefighters' intent and
behavioral outcomes related to seeking mental health services to cope with exposure to
trauma on the job.

A theory closely related to TPB is the theory of reason and action. My reason for
selecting TPB over the theory of reason and action was to include the behavioral control
component of an individual's intent (see Ajzen, 2020). The behavioral control component
of TPB explains why an individual would select a specific behavior to satisfy the
behavior intent. Using the theory of reason and action would have limited the insights
possible from exploring participating firefighters' perceptions of their ability to control
help-seeking behaviors.

Nature of the Study

| used a generic qualitative approach in this study. A generic qualitative approach
was the most suitable because it allows for flexibility in methodology while maintaining
a focus on the social reality of participants (Kennedy, 2016). In generic qualitative
studies, the researcher focuses on the social environment of individuals to understand
how they function in the reality of their world. (Jahja et al., 2021). Additionally, because
they can draw from other qualitative approaches, researchers using the generic approach
have more flexibility (Kahlke, 2014). With this flexibility, researchers have a wider
latitude to understand individuals' experiences of the world in which they live (Jahja et
al., 2021). The generic qualitative approach includes in-depth analysis, storytelling,

identification of patterns within the culture of the group, and learning about group
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members' experiences to offer a theoretical explanation of the study phenomenon (Jahja
etal., 2021),

I conducted semistructured interviews to identify participating firefighters’
perceptions and experiences in seeking mental health services to cope with trauma
exposure on the job. I used purposive sampling for recruitment and narrowed my sample
to active firefighters with a minimum of 2 years on the job for the study. Hom et al.
(2016a) found that firefighters with more time in service tend to seek mental health
treatment. It is questionable if firefighters with less time in service opt to leave the job
because of untreated mental health problems. My goal was to include firefighters with
enough experience on the job to report in-depth experiences. Using myself as an
instrument for data collection, | systematically analyzed data for interpretation through
themes identified in the data and placed them into categories. Data collection and analysis
co-occurred throughout the study.

Definitions

Firefighter: An individual trained to respond to fires and various emergencies
such as natural disasters, motor vehicle accidents, terrorist attacks, and injury of oneself
or others (Johnson et al., 2019).

First responder: The first public servant helping professional (police officer,
firefighter, rescue worker, EMT, or health care professional) to arrive at the scene of an

emergency call (Jones, 2017).
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Help-seeking behavior: The action(s) of an individual suffering from a health
problem who is in search of a resolution to the problem from a health care professional or
trusted individual (Aguirre Velasco et al., 2020).

Mental health: A state of well-being where an individual can use healthy coping
skills to manage daily life stressors (Lindert et al., 2017).

Mental illness: Negative changes in thoughts, emotions, and/or behaviors that
disrupt an individual’s ability to function in home, work, and social environments
(American Psychiatric Association, 2018).

Stigma: Stereotypes; prejudices; and discriminatory thoughts, behaviors, and
attitudes towards an individual that cause them to feel shame, embarrassment, or feelings
of being less of a person (American Psychiatric Association, 2020). Stigma can also be
internal (i.e., self-stigma).

Suicidal ideation: A variety of thoughts centered on one's death or the wish to no
longer be alive (Donath et al., 2019).

Trauma exposure: Exposure to critical incidents involving a loss, injury, life-
threatening events, or death that exceeds one's ordinary coping skills to manage
psychological and emotional responses at the time of the incident (MacDermid et al.,
2019).

Treatment-seeking behavior: An individual's knowledge of the availability of
resources, actions related to asking for help, and accessing of mental health services

(Jones et al., 2020).
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Vicarious trauma: Witnessing or hearing stories of a critical incident involving a
loss, injury, life-threatening events, or death others, which changes an individual’s
thought pattern (schema) to a negative view of themselves, others, and the world
(Greinacher et al., 2019).

Assumptions

There are several assumptions that | had in conducting this study that merit
discussion for the full transparency of the study. One of the most critical assumptions was
that participants would be honest in their responses to the interview questions (see St
Quinton et al., 2021). Other assumptions were that participants would represent the
population studied and would be interested in the study's topic, thus accounting for their
decision to participate in the study (St Quinton et al., 2021). | also assumed that 2 years
of experience on the job would be adequate to capture a true representation of the
population explored. Finally, | assumed that the interview questions would not influence
participants' responses (see St Quinton et al., 2021). Following are other assumptions |
had:

+ Participants were fully capable of operating a computer application, such as

Zoom, for the video interview.

« Data collection was authentic and uninterrupted because participants would
not have another individual within ear shot of the conversation during the
video interview.

» The collection of data through recorded video would not influence

participants’ responses.
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» The time allotted for each interview would be sufficient for data collection.
These assumptions informed all aspects of the study, including recruitment, the selection
of the instrument used for data collection, and data analysis.

Scope and Delimitations

The scope of this study encompassed the perceptions and experiences of active
firefighters related to trauma exposure and help-seeking behaviors. Trauma and help
seeking behaviors are subjective to the experiences and perceptions of individuals in the
population studied (Greinacher et al., 2019). For example, MacDermid et al. (2019a)
identified the importance of resiliency skills for firefighters to endure the mental and
physical stress of their work. Repetitive trauma exposures have an impact on workers'
compensation claims, suicide attempts, substance use, and the decision to seek help
(Johnson et al., 2019; MacDermid et al., 2019a). Narrowing my scope to the experiences
and perceptions of trauma exposure and help-seeking behaviors allowed for a deeper
understanding of firefighters' mental health challenges and phenomena.

Delimitations or boundaries within the study included excluding retired
firefighters and firefighters with less than 2 years on the job. This excluded firefighters in
their first year experiences on the job. Therefore, findings are not applicable to the entire
population of firefighters. I collected current data of firefighters who have spent time on
the job long enough to provide detailed information about their perceptions and
experiences in help-seeking. I did not focus on coping strategies to mitigate mental

illnesses; types of mental health illnesses incurred while on the job; and relationships
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with coworkers, family members, and friends that might by affected by a firefighter's
mental illness.
Limitations

There are several limitations of this study, including the research design that was
selected and potential biases that could have influenced the outcomes. Qualitative
research is often viewed as interpretive in that data are typically collected in the study
population's natural environment (Aspers & Corte, 2019). According to Aspers and Corte
(2019), this research method allows flexibility and minimal structure, which can be a
limitation and an advantage. The focus of the research remained consistent throughout
the study, and the findings hopefully represent the data collected with minimal biases. |
achieved these outcomes by using member checking, conducting a field test of the
interview questions, following ethical guidelines, and maintaining a Microsoft Excel
spreadsheet of categories and themes developed throughout the data collection and
analysis process. Another limitation was the transferability of the study due to the small
sample size (see Rahman, 2017). To foster transparency, | collected rich contextual data.

Using videoconferencing for interviews has many advantages, such as having a
lower cost and being less time-consuming than face-to-face interviews (Krouwel et al.,
2019). However, the use of videoconferencing limits the ability of the researcher to
respond to a participant in distress. Separate locations allow for more disruptions or
distractions in participants’ environments (Krouwel et al., 2019). Also, the use of modern
technology can be particularly challenging for older adult populations (Krouwel et al.,

2019). Because | have experience in teletherapy through phone and video, | possess
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clinical therapeutic skills to calm a distressed participant through a media platform. | also
reviewed breathing techniques with participants during the introduction section of the
interview. The importance of identifying a quiet, uninterrupted location for the interview
was highlighted in the emails sent to participants, follow-up phone calls before data
collection, and the interview's introduction section. Finally, during the recruitment phase
of the study, | explained the requirements for participation. Participants received written
communication on expectations of using a media platform for successful participation in
the study. Those who could not connect to a media platform such as Zoom or Skype were
not eligible to participate in the study.
Significance

In conducting this study, | aimed to contribute to existing research on treatment-
seeking for mental health conditions among firefighters. Knowledge from the study may
also inform future research. Additionally, enhanced knowledge of the target behaviors
may have an impact on therapeutic practice that results in positive social change. Walden
University (n.d.) described positive social change as an impact, shift, or transformation
that improves the lives of human beings at the micro, mezzo, and macro levels of their
social environments. Understanding the perceptions and experiences of firefighters
seeking mental health treatment may empower firefighters by giving them a platform to
have their voices heard, inform clinicians on how to tailor treatment to effectively meet
the needs of this population, and capture the attention of policy makers whose decisions

may affect the resources available to this population. Stakeholders can potentially use
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these data to develop intervention models and policies that are specific to the firefighter
population.

| identified barriers that affect firefighters seeking mental health treatment.
Barriers include the cost for treatment, time away from the job, and the lack of available
resources. Many of the structural barriers are tied to policies (Johnson et al, 2019). With
more insight on what is needed for optimum behavioral health treatment, policy makers
may be more likely to address firefighters' mental health needs in the areas of access,
affordability, and availability of resources.

The potential implications for social work practice include moving past the
identified stigma barriers outlined in numerous quantitative studies (e.g., Gulliver et al.
2018; Jones et al., 2020;Jung & Chang, 2020) and focusing on what is needed in the skill
sets of clinicians treating this population for positive treatment outcomes. Through the
collection of detailed perceptions and experiences from firefighters, social work
practitioners can gain insight on the impact of current intervention methods and identify
gaps needed to develop new intervention models when working with this population. A
critical social change for the social work practice could be changing how social workers
treat the firefighter population. In summary, the study holds significance because it may
affect the seeking and delivery of mental health services as well as the reform of current
policies.

Summary
Firefighters experience recurrent life threatening traumatic events on the job

(Boffa et al., 2018). These exposures contribute to increased mental health problems such
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as PTSD, addictions, and suicidal ideation or attempts (Jones et al., 2020). A gap in

research on the experiences and perceptions of firefighters seeking mental health services
exists. Most of the research features quantitative data and focuses on stigma as a
significant barrier to treatment. The lack of research on the health-seeking behaviors of
firefighters and other first response is an impediment to the development and delivery of
treatment for this population (Jones et al., 2020).

Additionally, clinicians may not be culturally competent about the firefighter
population, leading to substandard intervention models (Jones et al., 2020). In this study,
| sought a better understanding of the experiences and perceptions of firefighters in
seeking mental health services. | identified (a) other barriers outside of stigma for seeking
help and (b) overlooked areas of interventions to support the development of treatment
models. I also gained insight into ways of increasing help-seeking behaviors.

In Chapter 2, | will provide a detailed review of current literature in the field on
the topic of firefighters seeking mental health services. Both quantitative and qualitative
literature presented provides a comprehensive picture of what researchers understand
about this population. The literature review indicates a gap in research, which supports

the purpose of this study.



19

Chapter 2: Literature Review
Introduction

In this literature review, | will explore current and past research on the mental
health of firefighters and how they access professional treatment. A traumatic event is a
threat or an expectation of a threat that can cause severe injury or death to oneself or
another person (Pai et al., 2017). A perceived threat can induce distress and mental
anguish and lead to symptoms aligned with PTSD (Pai et al., 2017). Firefighters
experience daily trauma exposure due to the nature of their jobs (Stanley et al., 2017).
Repeated trauma exposure places this population at a more elevated risk for mental health
problems than the general population (Stanley et al., 2017). Although prior researchers
have presented quantitative data on help-seeking behaviors of firefighters, there exists a
gap in the research, from a qualitative lens, on firefighters’ perceptions of secondary
trauma exposure and help-seeking behaviors (Haugen et al., 2017; Hom et al., 2018;
Karaffa & Koch, 2016). In this generic qualitative study, | explored firefighters'
perceptions and experiences in seeking mental health services while coping with daily
trauma exposure.

Current and prior literature is a crucial component to research (Snyder, 2019). A
literature review includes an exploration of current and past research. It also helps to
identify gaps for researchers to build upon and develop new theories to contribute to the
field (Snyder, 2019). My approach to this literature review began with seeking to better
understand mental health issues and the psychosocial effects of trauma exposure, specific

to firefighters. I then narrowed my research to behavioral changes in firefighters seeking
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treatment to focus on resources, barriers, and coping strategies. My objective for this
literature review was to provide an all-inclusive perspective of current literature. Before
reviewing the literature, | discuss the literature search strategy and theoretical framework.
Literature Search Strategy

| used Walden University Library resources to identify literature to include in this
study. I began my research with Walden Library. I searched for peer-reviewed articles
though several databases in the library such as PsycINFO, Soclndex with Full Text,
SAGE Journals, ScienceDirect, Psychology Databases Combined, Academic Search
Complete, ProQuest Central, Business Source Complete, and Thoreau Multi-Database
Search. I also used Google Scholar and the National Center for Biotechnology
Information database to search peer-reviewed journals related to my topic.

| began with a keyword search in these databases. Broad search terms such as
mental health and first responders yielded many articles. | had to narrow my search by
adding several words to the search using various combinations: firefighters, access,
behavioral seeking, EAP, trauma, insurance coverage, mental health treatment, mental
health services, behavioral health, suicide rates, mental disorders, mental illness,
firefighter culture, experiences, perceptions, resources, and stigma. | limited search
results to those published within the last 5 years to identify recent research on the topic.
Finally, I searched for works cited within the search results to gain an in-depth
understanding of the research. Articles dated as early as the 1990s provided in depth
knowledge on the history of the problem. However, | primarily sought articles dated from

2016 to the present date for a full understanding of the current issues related to the study
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topic. | found over 200 articles on the following topics of firefighters: stigma, access,
trauma exposure, suicide, mental illness, culture, and insurance. | reviewed
approximately 175 of these articles that appeared related to my study and used 110 of
these articles in my study. By using this strategic research approach, | was able to
thoroughly review past and current research on firefighters’ perceptions and experiences
in seeking mental health services.
Theoretical Framework

The TPB offers a framework for predicting human behavior in various areas. For
example, Bhochhibhoya and Branscum (2018) applied TPB to a study of substance use.
Jokonya (2017) used TPB to explore human behavior in information systems research.
Although a variety of disciplines use this theory, it is notable in the health care field
because of its usefulness in developing new intervention methods to treat patients (Si et
al., 2019a). Also, the environmental sciences is an area where TPB continues to appear as
a theoretical framework in research. Si et al. (2019a) reviewed 531 articles over the past
25 years and discovered the use of TPB in the social sciences and energy, engineering,
business, management, agriculture, and economics fields with a growth rate of its use to
62% over the past decade. At this rate, TPB appears to be an effective tool, in a variety of
field and disciplines, for explaining human behavior.

The critical aspect of TPB is highlighting the intention of an individual to predict
the behavior, which will provide an explanation of the decision made (St Quinton et al.,
2021). My goal is to understand the help-seeking decisions made by firefighters. To

comprehend this phenomenon, one must first look at the intent behind the behavior,
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inclusive of their perceptions and experiences in help-seeking. The following paragraphs
explains the intent created by the components of TPB. It is important to note that TPB
will not change behaviors, only predict them (St Quinton et al., 2021). Another keynote
with this theory is that it does not measure observable terms but uses auxiliary
assumptions or external conditions impacting the predictions These assumptions are
critical to the development of my interview guide in measuring attitudes, norms, and
perceived control. For example, an auxiliary assumption would be there are various
categories of stigmas (public, self, and structural) that exist within fire departments.
Operating from this external condition validated through past research, the assumptions
of the existence of some form of stigma impacts the predictive behavior of firefighters
seeking mental health services.

The TPB encompasses three specific concepts that expand upon the theory of
reason of action. The theory looks at behavioral attitudes, norms, and perceived control to
predict action (Jokonya, 2017). Attitudes refer to positive versus negative thinking about
an action (Miller, 2017). Interview questions will include firefighters’ perception of how
others view their decision to seek or not seek help, as well as how each individual views
oneself in reference to their decisions. For example, a firefighter may feel negative about
himself such as feelings of worthlessness and weakness for seeking help or could feel he
is making a positive step forward in life by seeking help for his mental illness. Norms are
subjective to what others think about the individual engaging in a behavior, and if the
behavior is something that others are engaging in (Miller, 2017). Other interview

questions will focus on the impact of their decision on interpersonal relationships. An
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example of subjective norms would be if a firefighter felt shame for seeking mental
health services because no one else in the fire department is receiving treatment due to
the stress of the job or a specific call. TPB would call this the social influence in human
behavior (Yang et al., 2018). Both attitudes and subjective norms connect to the intent of
the behavior (Miller, 2017). A firefighter believes he has access to help and can
overcome barriers such as stigma to receive help to maintain his current job (Bohon et al,
2016). The perceived behavioral control links to the actual behavior performed by the
individual (Miller, 2017). This theory aligns with my study because TPB focuses on
human behavior, such as help-seeking, which applies to firefighters seeking mental health
services. Another area of the interview will address is the perception of their access and
availability of resources to seek help. Firefighters reporting experiences in the study will
highlight how their perception of control impacts behavioral selections when struggling
with mental health problems.
Literature Review Related to Key Variables and/or Concepts

Scholars have scrutinized mental illness and shifted its definition from the roots of
ancient Greece with philosopher Plato to its current place in psychiatric clinical practice
today thanks to Wilhelm Griesinger (Malla et al., 2015). “With the understanding that
mental illness is a brain illness, society axiomatically accepts this definition with various
stigmas, fears, and misconceptions” (Malla et al., 2015, p. 147). Mental health problems,
such as major depressive disorder and substance use disorder, contribute to
approximately one-third of disabilities worldwide (Lake & Turner, 2017). Recovery

services, such as mental health clinics, are desirable but critical to humanity's overall
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health. Therefore, understanding how individuals such as firefighters seek mental health
services can provide insightful knowledge to leverage the recovery battle against mental
illness.
Mental Health of Firefighters

Many firefighters experience increased mental health problems due to continuous
trauma exposure on the job (Haddock et al., 2017). Some of the significant increases in
mental health disorders include depression, substance use, sleep problems, posttraumatic
stress, and suicidal ideation (Johnson et al, 2019). A study using three large U.S. Fire
departments, with 61 participants, resulted in the entire sample reporting exposure to
suicide, and 41% reporting a lifetime of suicidal ideation (Kimbrel et al., 2016). The
National Fallen Firefighters Foundation (2014) reported that firefighters would commit
suicide three times more than dying in the line of duty. In 2017, 103 US firefighters died
of suicide (Heyman et al., 2018). The data collected by Heyman et al. (2018) showed a
20% higher rate of suicide among firefighters than the general population (18/100,000;
general population 13/100,000). Completed suicides and even attempts are difficult to
track, due to misdiagnosing of medical professionals ruling suicides as accidents
(Bachmann, 2018). According to Tiesman et. al (2021), first responders are at a higher
risk of suicide. However, a large percentage of worldwide underreporting is due to
stigma, politics, and personal morals and values (Bachmann, 2018). If this is true, then
the reported 103 suicides may reflect only a small fraction of the 