1) Organizations are facing challenges of cumulative trauma that have affected staff dealing with multiple emergency/events and affected communities who have been hit with multiple events/disasters. Are there any recommended programs other than CISM (critical incident stress management) to implement into workplace social wellness?
Yes absolutely, check out the following and I'm happy to connect and talk through ideas and options:
1. Supporting the supporters workshop
1. Case study: Minnesota Homeland Security and Emergency Management
1. Optimizing team cohesion & wellbeing 'workshop in a box'

2) How might someone take a more programmatic approach? Solving might take budgets that are already stressed. How do we talk about this in our organizations?
Addressing the three challenges means we take a 'whole of organization' (more programmatic) approach. For budget challenged organizations, the 'workshop in a box' approach might be worth exploring. The workshop for teams covers the individual and team approaches, and the workshop for leaders covers the organizational approaches needed. (Fully facilitated options are available, but the 'workshop in a box' approach is effective, engaging and more budget-friendly). I'm happy to talk through ideas for budget-constrained teams and organizations if helpful.

3) For those looking for communications that might help raise the importance of proactively preventing burnout and sustaining those working in disasters:
1. The summary handout: 3 challenges and 3 missing pieces
1. Domestic Preparedness journal article
1. CNN article: Our disaster responders are exhausted. This puts Americans at risk.
1. Patel, S. S., K. Guevara, T. L. Hollar, R. A. DeVito, Jr, and T. B. Erickson. “Surveying Mental Health Stressors of Emergency Management Professionals: Factors in Recruiting and Retaining Emergency Managers in an Era of Disasters and Pandemics”. Journal of Emergency Management, vol. 21, no. 5, Nov. 2023, pp. 375-84, doi:10.5055/jem.0820.
1. Supporting the Supporters (my Winston Churchill research). The full report can be downloaded here (button in middle of home page)

4) Once burnout has happened, how do we assist?
1. Where it's possible, create some space between the person and the stressors/environment that contributed to burnout. To the extent possible, this might look like taking leave, altering responsibilities for a time, reducing workload, more generous timeframes and prioritization... The tasks that give people energy vs drain their energy can be very different for different people, so examining their task load and maximizing tasks that give them energy and minimizing those that drain their energy - it can be helpful to optimize across the team, where person A is drained by a task, person B may be energized...  When giving people leave or lightening or adjusting their load, it's important to recognize that burnout is more often about exposure to stressors and the environment than how capable someone is, so ensure there's no impact on someone's career. Some of the greatest disaster practitioners and leaders have experienced burnout at some point. Recognize that if leave is taken, it will take an extended period of time for the body to replenish its depleted reserves.
1. Encourage a visit with their doctor and ensure access to counseling and other support services - (Employee Assistance Program)
1. Health basics become even more important to help replenish and heal (sleep, exercise, diet)
1. Relaxation and enjoyment - activities that help the body move from 'threat mode' to relax/rejuvenation are important. So too are the activities that bring color to someone's life that have often been neglected. It can feel uncomfortable to change gears in this way, so expect it to be uncomfortable at first, but incredibly important.
1. Social connection - don't go it alone. Spending time with those that they care about and who care about them.

5) What advice do you have for supporting those working in conflict zones where they are witnessing death and devastation?
1. Expect reactions to trauma in the workers - they are as human as those they support. Ensure these reactions are normalized and that access to support services is readily available.
1. Exposure minimization - this may or may not be possible. But wherever possible, place limits on the shifts/hours as exposure and stress is cumulative
1. Time away from the area of impact/devastation. Again, this may or may not be possible. But breaks and time away are important (if possible) to help regain a sense of what's normal, to hit reset and give the nervous system a break. However, expect time away to initially feel jarring and confronting - being in places and surrounded by people going about their normal routines can be hard. And it can be hard to change gears - but the more uncomfortable it is, often the more needed it is.
1. Connection - ensure support services are available, but often workers in these situations will say that most helpful is being able to talk and connect with others who have been through something similar. Find opportunities for connection and sharing within the team, between teams, with others in the region working for other organizations, and sometimes most helpful, with others who have lived something similar elsewhere but have come out the other end (checking that they're in a good space to be a sounding board). This came through strongly in my research, and was also our experience in supporting nurses working during Ebola. Connecting with others going through something similar helps people realize that reactions are to be expected and common (we are often hard on ourselves and not good at being open about our reactions - hearing that we're not alone is helpful), talking with others who know what we're going through helps with processing, and social support is one of the greatest determinants and helpful resources for people experiencing adversity.
1. Recognition of achievements. The sense of powerlessness can be hard. Regularly create opportunities to acknowledge what has been achieved or endured as individuals and as a team. Connect with stories of the difference you're making. Connecting energy and effort spent with the positive impact you're having is protective. But as humans, we often focus on what we haven't managed to do, what's not going well, and it's important to counter this by acknowledging wins, however small.

6) Has your research seen a relational difference between small/large-scale disasters and short/long-term burnout (i.e., length of event(s) engagement time to spike or reversal of exhaustion)?
This is a great question and not something that I explicitly looked at or could comment on with any certainty. 
What was obvious was that stress is cumulative - so severity, intensity and duration all have an impact. The prolonged exposure to high levels of stress is particularly problematic. As is repetitive exposure to adverse events without time to rejuvenate and process in between. 


7) On the growth/harm balance, what challenges have you seen regarding teams with varied level of each individual (some can handle more than others before burnout)?
We can build 'fitness' for stress and grow from these experiences personally and professionally, but this depends on the ability to 
i) physically rest and rejuvenate 
ii) taking the time and space to learn, process, find meaning etc. before the next 'push'/event. 
What each person already has on their plate in terms of previous trauma or current life challenges also plays a role.
And our capacity for stress is fluid, it can change depending on what is happening in our lives, our health etc...
Sometimes those who have built a 'fitness' for pressure, find it harder to empathize with those who are still building that fitness - or find it harder to remember what it was like - we call this the 'curse of knowledge'. 
Other times those that seem to handle stress well can be 'pushing through' and adding to their 'load of bricks' until suddenly they hit their limit and then impacts become obvious and are often surprising to themselves and others. Even the most capable of people are susceptible to burnout as we all have our limits. We have a term called the 'superhero curse' where when we are capable (high stress thresholds), we can attract more and more responsibility or tasks, until we hit an unsustainable limit.
We often work with teams to understand the impact of stress (positive and negative) and explore strategies for supporting each other given there will be variety within the team.


8) The challenge with mitigating burnout as a leader and individual is that we are affected by the requests/directives/demands of multiple teams and leaders (especially in the emergency management. profession). What are suggestions for managing and removing these convergent and sometimes opposing "bricks"?
Another great question. In our leadership workshops we explore common conflicting priorities that leaders need to balance. We also explore the power of guiding leadership questions that can help navigate conflicting demands, priorities or decision-making in uncertain environments. But for something you can use now, it could be helpful to come back to a guiding set of strategic priorities, principles or values as the compass for these divergent requests or conflicting demands. Managing expectations and being clear on priorities can be helpful, wherever this is possible.



Jolie Wills
Co-Founder and CEO 
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