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Abstract 
 
This study identifies and prioritizes aspects of work and personal life as sources of stress 
for employees of a city fire department.   Surveys were completed by employees (n = 
147) and their romantic partners (n = 62).   A total of 22 of 33 areas were rated as 
stressful by a third or more of employees, including personal life areas of maintaining 
relationships with a romantic partner, with children, and caring for elders.  Few 
significant differences were found between employee and partner perspectives on what 
was stressful for the employee.   When asked to judge the stress level of areas as 
experienced by other employees, 10 areas were thought to be more stressful for others 
than for oneself.  Implications for coping processes are discussed.   
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Relationships, Personal Factors and Work Conditions As  
Sources Of Stress For Fire Department Employees:  
An analysis of Employee and Spouse Perspectives 

 
 Previous research has shown that firefighters face a variety of stressors in addition 
to the isolated traumatic occupational events which have received the most attention in 
the literature (Seyle, 1974; Schirmer & Glazner, 1983). Few studies, however, have 
assessed the way in which ongoing stressors are experienced on a daily basis (Beaton and 
Murphy, 1993). This study seeks to improve our understanding of the relative importance 
of different types of stressors experienced by a group of fire department employees, by 
identifying and prioritizing which aspects of work and personal life are perceived as 
being stressful. 

Method 
 
Procedure:  Two copies of a questionnaire were distributed to 469 employees of a city 
fire department.  Employees were asked to rate how stressful they found 33 areas of their 
work and personal life, as well as providing an indication of general life satisfaction (See 
Table 1).  The second questionnaire was for the romantic partner of the employee, to rate 
each area as being stressful for the employee they knew. 
 
Response Rate:  209 respondents returned the survey; 147 (31%) employees, consisting 
of 99 firefighters and 48 other employees (inspection /prevention, administration, 
communication dispatch, and 62 (13%) partners. 
 
Sample:  Employee respondents were mostly men (88% male vs. 12% female), mostly 
married (80%), and the average age was 43 years.  Respondents in the partner group were 
mostly women (6% male vs. 94% female) who were romantically involved with an 
employee (95% were married.). 

Results 
 

 A total of 22 areas were rated by a third or more of all employees as stressful 
(defined as a rating of  4 or 5 on a scale of 1 = not at all stressful and 5 = very stressful).  
The top five most stressful areas were the risk of infectious disease from bodily fluids 
(58%), not getting enough sleep and rest (56%), physical demands of performing the job 
(54%), coping with emotionally difficult situations (53%), and maintaining a relationship 
with one’s romantic partner (48%) (see Table 1).  A third of employees also rated 
maintaining relationships with children and taking care of an aging parent or other family 
member as stressful. 
 Respondents tended to rate issues as more stressful for others than for themselves 
(10 areas were thought to be more stressful for others).  Few significant differences were 
found between responses of romantic partners and employees.  More romantic partners 
felt the risk of bodily injury / death was stressful than did employees themselves and 
fewer spouses thought that unclear job duties were stressful than did employees..  
 Most employees were satisfied with life generally.  Firefighters however reported 
significantly greater overall satisfaction than did non-firefighter employees. 
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Discussion 
 

 In addition to the work-related areas expected to be stressful, such as risk of 
infectious diseases and coping with emotionally difficult situations, several personal 
relationship issues were also rated as very stressful; particularly maintaining a 
relationship with one’s romantic partner. 
 Almost a third of the areas assessed were thought to be more stressful for others 
than self, suggesting that employees may be underestimating their own levels of stress in 
these areas, or believing that they have better coping skills than others to deal with such 
issues.  
 The overall lack of difference between spouse and employees indicates that both 
parties tend to agree about what areas are stressful to the employee.  Perhaps employees 
are good at communicating to their spouses about their job and that is why they have 
similar reports. 
 Finally, there was a high level of general life satisfaction, despite respondent’s 
ratings of a number of work and personal-related issues as highly stressful.  This may 
reflect a high ability to adapt to significant stressors, or even that the presence of stress as 
a part of the job is satisfying. 
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TABLE 1 

 
Results of the Fire Department 
Employee and Partner Survey 
 
How much stress does this cause in your life?    
 
Rating scale:   Low  1  2  3  4  5  High 
 

SELF 
 
Employee 
Rate for 
Self 
 
 
 
 
Percentage 
rate  4 or 5 

OTHERS 
 
Employee 
Rate for 
Other 
Employees 
 
 
 
Percentage 
rate 4 or 5 
 
Compared 
to Self 

SPOUSE 
 
Romantic 
Partner 
Rate for 
Employee 
 
 
 
Percentage 
rate 4 or 5 
 
Compared 
to Self 

GROUPS 
 
Firefighters 
(FF) vs. 
Non-
firefighters 
(NFF) 
 
 
Percentage 
rate 4 or 5 

Rank / Area       Issue % % % FF  NFF % 

  1    Work         Risk of infectious disease from bodily fluids (HIV)  58  75   * 59   NS 68 > 20  * 

  2    Personal    Getting enough sleep and rest 56  51   NS 60   NS 54 = 40  NS 

  3    Work         Physical demands of performing the job  54  66   * 58   NS 64 > 18  * 

  4    Work         Coping with emotionally difficult situations 53  57   NS 50   NS 59 = 41  NS 

  5    Personal     Maintaining relationship with romantic partner 48  32   * 43   NS 30 = 38  NS 

  6    Work         Responsibility for making decisions that affect others 47  47   NS 46   NS 47 = 62  NS 

  7    Work         Risk of bodily injury / death 46  59   * 63   * 55 >  6   * 

  8    Work         Work overload -- having too much to do 46  45   NS 37   NS 42 < 68  * 

  9    Work         Responding to emergency medical service calls 46  60   * 44   NS 53 > 17  * 

 10   Work         Responding to fires 45  55   * 43   NS 50 > 25  * 

 11   Work         Competition for promotions and career advancement  44  55   * 44   NS 47 = 32  NS 

 12   Work         Having an impact on other peoples’ lives  42  47   NS 37   NS 39 = 55  NS 

 13   Work         Having to work long hours 41  43   NS 43   NS 43 = 36  NS 

 14   Work         Risk of encountering physical violence on the job 39  50   * 48   NS 48 > 10  * 

 15   Personal     Keeping physically fit and in shape 37  29   NS 39   NS 28 = 37  NS 

 16   Work         General atmosphere of workplace / morale 37  38   NS 28   NS 36 = 36  NS 

 17   Work         Communication with administration 36  53   * 40   NS 42 > 18  * 

 18   Personal    Money management and financial issues 34  32   NS 41   NS 31 = 34  NS 

 19   Work         Legal issues / preparing for and attending court 34  36   NS 30   NS 34 = 37  NS 

 20   Work         Interaction with the public 33  44   * 43   NS 33 = 36  NS 

 21   Work          Interaction with the media or press 33  28   NS 25   NS 30 = 50  NS 

 22   Personal     Maintaining relationships with your children 33  29   NS 43   NS 32 = 24  NS 

 23   Personal     Taking care of aging parent or other family member 31  20   NS 30   NS 24 = 14  NS 

 24   Personal     Eating a nutritious diet  28  17   * 24   NS 19 = 17  NS 

 25   Work          Communication with other coworkers during your shift  25  18   NS 20   NS 21 = 25  NS 

 26   Work          Lack of proper equipment to do the job  24  18   NS 20   NS 21 = 32  NS 

 27   Work          Unclear job duties 23  24   NS   9   * 21 = 32  NS 

 28   Work          Communication with your immediate supervisor 20  21   NS 26   NS 17 = 27  NS 

 29   Work          Performance evaluation process  19  23   NS 27   NS 17 = 23  NS 

 30   Work          Communication between shifts/changes of personnel  19  16   NS 26   NS 18 = 18  NS 

 31   Work          Waiting for a fire or other emergency to occur 15  19   NS 18   NS 18 =   8  NS 

 32   Personal     Use of alcohol or other chemical substances 11  25   * 23   NS 25 = 20  NS 

 33   Personal     Child care / Day care 10  18   NS 19   NS 18 = 14  NS 

* = difference is greater than expected by chance alone (p < .05 statistical significance level)  


