
Surfing The Waves of 
Stress
SELF CARE FOR PREVENTING BURNOUT IN EMS WORKERS



Today you will 
learn…

 What burnout is and why it matters

 An alternative way to think about stress

 What you can do about it. Proven 
methods. (Including a Quick-fix to 
calm down when needed)

 How to feel better more often and 
avoid burnout



Baseline Assessments –
What do you know /believe 
about stress?

 How dangerous is stress? (1-10)
What are some dangers with stress? 
What are some ways that you deal with 
stress now?



30% to 50% of first responders 
experience significant 
burnout during their careers
(source: Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 2020).



Approximately 45% of 
EMS workers report 
experiencing high 
levels of burnout, with 
emotional exhaustion 
being the most 
frequently cited 
symptom
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Studies indicate that burnout leads to a 30% 
reduction in job performance among EMS 
personnel, contributing to errors in critical 
situations



Over 60% of EMS workers with 
high burnout levels also report 
symptoms of depression and 
anxiety, suggesting a strong link 
between burnout and overall 
mental health 



Symptoms of stress / burnout risk

 1. Increased cynicism or 
negativity about work

 2. Difficulty concentrating, 
brain fog

 3. Neglecting self-care (eat, 
sleep, hygiene)

 4. Procrastination on 
important tasks

 5. Unexpected physical 
symptoms

 6. Decreased creativity or 
problem-solving abilities

 7. Emotional numbness or 
feeling detached

 8. Sleep disturbances

 9 Increased irritability with 
colleagues or clients

 10 Loss of enjoyment in previously 
liked activities.



CASE 
EXAMPLES 
– 3 Stories 
of Burnout

Lead Occupational 
Therapist at a hospital. 

Driven, passionate

Lead Occupational 
Therapist at a hospital. 

Driven, passionate

Forman at a mechanic 
shop at a steel plant.

Forman at a mechanic 
shop at a steel plant.

Officer in the US 
Marines

Officer in the US 
Marines



WHAT TO DO ABOUT IT

Individual

Team

Organization



Suffering

• In crisis and in 
need of 
immediate help

Struggling
• Significantly 

troubled
• Harder to do 

anything well

Managing
• Unsettled state 

of mind
• Things are 

harder than 
usual

Thriving
• Calm and 

content
• Coping well

Excelling
• Functioning at 

peak level
• Realizing full 

potential

2/3 people are Managing / Struggling

Absence of a Mental Health condition is 
not the same as wellbeing



SPIRALING UP 
OR DOWN –
THE 4 FOCAL 
POINTS



Resilience shifts 
the stress-response 
curve allowing us 
to perform
better in response 
to stress and 
bounce back from 
overwhelm



The 4 Focal Points  

EMS workers who improve their sleep 
experience a 42% reduction in burnout 
symptoms, such as emotional exhaustion 
and depersonalization 

(source: Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 2017)



The 4 Focal Points  

Stress management training has been associated with a 50% 
decrease in burnout rates among EMS personnel, enabling 
them to better handle the demands of their job 

(source: Journal of Emergency Management, 2021).



The 4 Focal Points  

EMS workers participating in structured 
fitness programs show a 35% improvement
in job performance and a reduction in 
injury rates 



The 4 Focal Points  

88% of Americans are metabolically unhealthy 
EMS workers following a balanced diet report a 30% increase
in energy levels, resulting in improved physical performance 
during emergency calls  



The Stress Response

 Increased heart rate

 Increased blood pressure

 Blood clotting factors rise

 Blood directed away from digestion

 Blood directed to large muscles

 Salivary glands produce less saliva

 Brain alertness increases, tunnel 
vision.

 Blood sugar levels rise

 Insulin production decreases at first

 Increased cholesterol

 Bone formation decrease

 Breathing increases

 Sodium and water is retained

 Bowel and bladder control 
decreases.

 Inflammation increases.

 Decreased sexual function



Fight, Flight, Freeze and Nurture

Prefrontal 
Cortex

Hippocampus

Amygdala
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Possible Health Results of Chronic Stress

 Obesity

 Diabetes

 Anxiety

 Depression

 Stroke

 Stomach ulcers

 Impaired memory

 Heart Disease

 Hypertension

 Immune deficiency

 Sexual Dysfunction

 Sleep loss

 Muscle pain and tensions

 Headaches

 Accelerated aging



Don’t leave yet! Knowing that chronic stress 
is dangerous only causes more stress. 

You must also learn what to do about it. 

2:15



WHAT TO DO ABOUT IT

 EXTERNAL – WORK ON THE STRESSORS

 INTERNAL – IMPROVE STRESS RESILIENCE / DISTRESS TOLERANCE

GOD, GRANT ME THE SERENITY TO ACCEPT THE THINGS I CAN NOT 
CHANGE, COURAGE TO CHANGE THE THINGS THAT I CAN AND WISDOM 
TO KNOW THE DIFFERENCE



Stress reduction or resilience?

What is the opposite of stress?



IT’S NOT WHAT HAPPENS TO US
IT’S WHAT WE PERCIEVE THAT IT 
MEANS

 Are you nervous or keyed up?

 Is it a misfortune or a challenge?

 Is it a burden or a duty / 
responsibility?

 I am forced into this situation vs. I 
chose to do what I can with this 
situation.

 It shouldn’t be like this vs. I expect life 
to be hard

 It will never be better vs. This too shall 
pass

 Failure means I’m worthless vs. 
Everyone fails. We learn from failure.



So, is burnout just 
weakness and negative 
thinking? Who’s at risk?

 Perfectionism

 High self-expectation

 Missing dissociation

 Fear / Anxiety

 Excessive demands



Individual Level - Proven Methods

 Breathing Techniques*

 Mindfulness – Meditation*

 Journaling*

 Time Management

 Be Proactive (not reactive)

 Acute Stress + Recovery*

 Exercise

 Fun activities. Flow.

 Yoga / Tai Chi

 Nature

 Sleep

 Healthy Eating

 Unplug (especially social media)

 Socializing

 Laughing



CO2 TOLERANCE TEST

1. Take 4 full breaths, 1 breath every 5-
10 seconds: a 3-5 second inhale, 
followed by a 5-10 second relaxed 
exhale, 1 second pause before 
beginning to inhale again.

2. At the top of the 4th inhale (totally 
full), start a timer and exhale as slowly 
as possible. Stretch out the exhale 
for as long as possible. It’s helpful to 
close your eyes so that you can more 
effectively stay relaxed.

3. Stop the timer when your air runs out, 
or you need to inhale.

HOW TO INTERPRET YOUR RESULTS
• >80 seconds: Elite

• Advanced pulmonary adaptation, excellent breathing control, 
excellent stress control

• 60-80 seconds: Advanced
• Healthy pulmonary system, good breathing control, relatively 

good stress control
• 40-60 seconds: Intermediate

• Generally improves quickly with focus on CO2 tolerance training
• 20-40 seconds: Average

• Moderate to high stress/anxiety state, breathing mechanics need 
improvement

• <20 seconds: Poor
• Very high anxiety and stress sensitivity, mechanical restriction 

possible, poor pulmonary capacity

2:35



CO2 
Tolerance

Better sleep quality

Reduced anxiety levels

Improved focus and concentration

Enhanced overall mental well-being

Enhanced overall, physical well-being



LOW CO2 TOLERANCE SCORES ARE 
ASSOCIATED WITH INCREASED RISK FOR 
MENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS

• Depression
• Anxiety
• Panic attacks
• Helplessness
• Mood swings



THE PHYSIOLOGICAL 
SIGH



Mindfulness –
Better is the sight of the eyes than the wandering of the desire
Eccles. 6:9



VISUALIZATION – CLOSE 
THE DOOR



 Cold exposure

 Exercise hard

 Do difficult things

 Have the conversation

 Make the phone call

 Go outside, no matter the weather

 Make and break challenges

 Get uncomfortable

 Cyclic breathing (Wim-hof), Co2 tolerance

Acute 
Stress

Recovery

Resilience

BUILD RESILIENCE



Case Example 
- Measuring 
Stress and 
Recovery

2/26/2026



26.2.2026

37



Case 
example: 
Cory, 30-40 
YR.O, 
Business 
owner



Case 
example: 
Cory, 30-ies, 
Business 
owner

 Cory related that he often felt negative stress and off 
balance with work / life / family. Frustrated with weight 
gain that often correlated with stressful times. No regular 
exercise or eating habits. 

RESULTS IN THE FIRST 6 MONTHS

Exercising daily now.

 Lost 32 lbs.

Bodyfat reduced by 5%

Heart monitor scores:

Overall life score improved from 39-88

 Stress / Recover score: from 36-88

 Sleep score: from 34-76

Physical activity score: from 47 – 100



A concise summary of your company’s well-being status and progress. Review the
number of high risk employees, work satisfaction, and Firstbeat Life usage.

Firstbeat Life – Company overview

26.2.2026



The PRI provides a 
snapshot of a person’s 
current level of 
resilience across 6 
domains and 12 drivers

 HEALTH

 PURPOSE

 PROBLEM SOLVING

 PERSEVERANCE

 COMPOSURE

 RELATIONSHIPS



Coaching and 
training 
individuals, 
teams and 
organizations to 
feel better more 
often.

ROBERT ERKSTAM, Occupational Therapist 
/ Health & Wellness Coach

Garpen.us

robert@garpen.us

910-233 0730


