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Educating emergency medical technicians to reduce stress and burnout
Catherine Pankonien
Midwestern State University, USA

Emergency Medical Technicians provide emergency care and treatment outside of the healthcare setting and encounter 
highly stressful situations that involve trauma and death. Ineffective skills or inability to cope with this level of stress or 

ongoing stress can lead to negative consequences for the EMT provider and/or the patients they are serving. Poor coping 
strategies might include increased substance use or abuse, denial, dark humor, and suppressed emotions (Porter & Johnson, 
2008). The authors describe the unresolved grief and increased stress over time, as leading to compassion fatigue and eventual 
burnout in EMTs. Compassion fatigue is described as a loss of the ability to nurture, while burnout is referred to as emotional 
and physical exhaustion relating to inadequate coping and adaptive skills (Boyle, 2011; O’Toole, ed., 1997). Subsequently, EMTs 
miss work and may eventually change work environments to escape the grief and stress (Porter & Johnson, 2008). Cumulative 
experiences of exposure to death can cause anxiety and trauma for nurses and EMTs, rendering them psychologically unable 
to support patients and their families (Kain, 2006). Learning about stress, burnout, and coping strategies will decrease burnout 
tendencies, increase the quality of life, and increase knowledge of healthy coping strategies. With increased employment of 
healthy coping strategies, burnout rates will decrease responsively over time and patient outcomes will improve.
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