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INTRODUCTION

The consequences of a major disaster are not restricted 
to individual suffering but affect families and commun-
ities and cause national crises [1]. Firefighters who are first 
responders in disasters not only experience direct trauma 
related to injuries and life threats but are also vulnerable to 
surrogate trauma [2]. In addition, they experience urgency 
and danger, intense working conditions, such as waiting 
for dispatch 24 hours a day. As a result, they experience 
psychological difficulties working while experiencing men-
tal stress due to co-workers' accidents and danger to their 
own lives [3]. Moreover, they repeatedly exposed to field 
work even if they experience psychological difficulties af-
ter traumatic event [2]. 

Firefighters are at high risk for mental health problems, 
including post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depres-
sion, and alcohol abuse. As a result of Korean firefighters 
who received hospital treatment in 2016 and 2020, the 
number of firefighters suffering from depression nearly 
doubled from 364 in 2016 to 650 in 2020. There has also 
been a steady increase in the number of firefighters who 
have visited hospitals with PTSD symptoms, from 37 in 
2016 to 67 in 2020[4]. In the study of scoping review on 
prevalence of PTSD among firefighters, it was found that 
the prevalence rates of PTSD symptoms in firefighters also 
vary from 6.5% to 37%[5]. Mental health issues in fire-
fighters cause workplace injuries, family and co-worker 
conflicts, absenteeism, and turnover, which affect their 
work performance [6]. Additionally, the individual prob-
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lems of firefighters are directly related to socioeconomic 
losses [6,7]. However psychological difficulties are un-
avoidable for firefighters. As a result, it is very important 
to provide interventions to assist firefighters in overcom-
ing trauma, leading to positive changes after traumatic ex-
periences [2,3,6].

Several diverse psychological interventions are avail-
able currently that recognize the importance of mental 
health management for firefighters [2,6]. Most of them are 
interventions based on cognitive and behavioral theories, 
such as mindfulness therapy, acceptance commitment 
therapy, and emotional freedom technique [6]. Education, 
counseling, group therapy such as forest healing camp 
and music therapy are also provided [8,9]. However, most 
studies have developed generic interventions without ac-
counting for firefighters' length of service, position, or job 
characteristics [6]. Even if a firefighter is exposed to the 
same traumatic event, the prognosis is different depend-
ing on the function and location [10], and the primary 
complaint varies according to the period after the trau-
matic event [11]. Therefore, psychological interventions 
for firefighters should consider their trauma-related char-
acteristics and job characteristics.

Psychological interventions for most firefighters in 
Korea to date have developed and standardized general 
interventions rather than targeted interventions. In partic-
ular, although the Fire Psychology Support Center has 
been in operation since 2015, effective intervention studies 
based on understanding of fire officials' duties, trauma 
characteristics are insufficient, and absence of systematic 
manuals lead to regional inequality [6]. Moreover, given 
the hierarchical work culture, existing psychological sup-
port services cannot be used freely [12]. Based on these 
points, it was felt that it was urgent to understand the per-
ception and the demand for psychological intervention of 
firefighters. However, there have been few prior qual-
itative studies on firefighters' experiences or perceptions 
of psychological intervention programs. Therefore, exist-
ing research alone is not sufficient to determine the psy-
chological intervention programs needed for firefighters. 

Following the COVID-19 pandemic, firefighters are 
frontline workers who respond to transportation and treat 
sick patients. This has caused firefighters to fear exposure 
to COVID-19, which increases the stress on firefighters at 
work [13]. As a result of the analysis of the national health 
survey of firefighters in 2021, 5.7% of those suffering from 
PTSD and 4.4% of firefighters with depressive symptoms 
were confirmed, which was a slight increase compared to 
last year. This is interpreted to have been influenced by the 
increased burden of additional work such as field visits 

due to the spread of COVID-19 [14]. It is clear that the 
COVID-19 situation affected the psychological state of 
firefighters. 

The focus group interview is an appropriate method-
ology for needs assessment and perceptions research. 
Focus groups can be used to determine program direction 
or needs, before beginning the program. The focus groups 
provide a wider range of information to the interview that 
participants' ideas continue to build on themselves and 
create synergy, giving way to the unexpected, frankly [15]. 
Focus group interviews go a lot further in allowing for 
candor not found in individual interviews. This is because 
focus group participants are mutually empowering and 
share different opinions [16]. Therefore, this study at-
tempted to grasp the perception of firefighters on psycho-
logical intervention programs during the COVID-19 
Pandemic using focus group interview. The findings of 
this study are expected to lay the foundation for the devel-
opment of psychological intervention programs for fire-
fighters.

METHODS

1. Study Design 

This study is a qualitative study that uses the Focus 
Group Interview (FGI) method to explore firefighters' per-
ceptions of the psychological intervention programs. FGI 
is a suitable research method for this study as it provides 
detailed information about participants' experiences, per-
ceptions, opinions, emotions, and knowledge based on an 
interview guide composed of open-ended questions [17]. 

2. Participants 

Twelve firefighters working at fire stations in Busan 
and Gyeongnam, South Korea, were included in this study. 
The participants were divided into two focus groups using 
judgment sampling. Firefighters with trauma experience 
who have performed emergency medical services for 
more than 3 years (n=6) and firefighters with more than 1 
year of experience in psychological support related work 
(n=6) were selected. This selection criterion is based on a 
previous study, according to which post-traumatic stress 
is the most severe among firefighters engaged in rescue 
work in South Korea [18]. In addition, according to Gulliv-
er et al. [19], firefighters frequently experience potential 
traumatic events during the first 3 years of their career. In 
order to maintain homogeneity by focus group, subjects 
were classified into similar positions and ages. To conduct 
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more efficient research, the interview was conducted by 
dividing into two groups, referring to the previous study 
that 80% of all themes were discoverable within two to 
three focus groups [20] (Table 1).

3. Data Collection

Data were collected through semi structured FGIs be-
tween April 1~25, 2021. The interviews were conducted in 
accordance with the procedures of the focus group re-
search method, that is, by clarifying that the purpose of the 
research would not deviate from the research question. A 
preliminary questionnaire was created based on previous 
research [6]. Subsequently, two professors and one fire-
fighter reviewed the appropriateness of the preliminary 
questionnaire, and a final questionnaire was drafted 
(Table 2). 

Interviews were conducted at the study cafe, in com-
pliance with the COVID-19 quarantine rules. Interviewees 
were telephonically contacted and given verbal explana-
tions outlining the purpose and process of the study. Sub-
sequently, written consent was obtained just before the 
interview. After obtaining consent from the participants to 
record the interview proceedings, their personal informa-
tion such as age, position, work experience, field of work, 
and current work duration were obtained. Semi struc-
tured, open-ended questions were delivered by a facili-
tator during the interviews. The average duration of inter-
views per session was approximately 2~3 hours. The inter-
view process and content were recorded in the field notes. 
Following the interview, a gift was given to each partici-
pant.

A moderator and an observer—with experience in fire-
fighter psychological counseling and FGI research—con-
ducted the interviews. When responses from participants 
were vague and insufficient for the topic presented, the 
moderator asked additional questions for obtaining more 
specific answers. One observer recorded the interviews 
and took field notes to understand the atmosphere of the 
group and non-verbal communication during the inter-
view. After performing FGI of one group, analysis was 
performed immediately. After that, FGI of the other group 
was carried out to constantly check the saturation status of 
the study.

4. Data analysis

The data analysis in this study was conducted based on
following process of inductive content analysis suggested 
by Elo and Kyngas [17]: (1) overall understanding of the T
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data and confirmation of key statements, (2) open coding, 
and (3) category creation and abstraction. First, the two re-
searchers were given time to become familiar with the da-
ta collected by repeatedly reading the data transcribed 
independently. Then, the key statements and expressions 
of the participants who contributed to conceptualization 
were highlighted. After that, open coding was performed 
through line by line analysis. In addition, when having a 
meeting, the extracted words and phrases were grouped 
together, and those related to each other were categorized. 
In this process, the consistency of coding vocabulary and 
similarities and differences in expression was also exam-
ined. Since then, each detailed code has been grouped and 
classified into sub-categories. The main statements, types, 
and attributes of the sub-category were identified, and ab-
straction and process were performed in a more compre-
hensive upper category.

The preparation of the researcher to carry out this study 
is as follows. The two researchers regularly attended cour-
ses on qualitative research during their doctoral studies. 
Both researchers experience with qualitative research. In 
addition, ongoing participation in qualitative research 
workshops was intended to increase understanding of 
qualitative research as a whole.

5. Trustworthiness of the Study 

The validity of the study was assessed through the qual-

itative research evaluation criteria proposed by Lincoln 
and Guba [21], focusing on credibility, transferability, de-
pendability, and confirmability. To ensure the credibility 
of the study results, the questions that could induce the 
participants to make a statement were excluded, allowing 
them to freely express their thoughts. Researcher sub-
jectivity and bias were avoided as much as possible. To en-
sure transferability, meaningful concepts, sentences, and 
categories were extracted using the oral content of the par-
ticipants as they were. Dependability and confirmability 
were ensured by revising the results of the data analysis 
several times. Additionally, the interview questions and 
research objectives were briefed in advance before the 
study began, so the starting point for data collection was 
the same. Efforts have been made to exclude the experi-
ences of individual researchers and the content of past 
studies from all research questions. Furthermore, all re-
search procedures, including the data collection stage and 
the analysis process, were documented. In addition, the 
interview transcriptions of each focus group participant 
were checked by two individuals to ensure that the results 
of the analysis reflected the interview. 

6. Ethical Consideration 

This study was reviewed and approved by the Institu-
tional Review Board of K University (IRB No. 40525-201404 
-HR-26-02). All participants were informed about the pur-

Table 2. Open-ended Question for FGI

Category Contents Question

Opening questions Recent traumatic events and 
associated psychological difficulties

What traumatic events and related psychological challenges 
have you experienced lately?

Introductory questions How to deal with psychological 
difficulties after experiencing a 
traumatic event

How do you resolve psychological difficulties once you 
have experienced traumatic events?

Transition questions  Current status of the trauma 
programs for firefighters

What is the structure (number of programs, time, and 
method) and content of the programs currently addressing 
the post-traumatic psychological difficulties of firefighters?

Key questions Effective program operational plan In your opinion, what is the most efficient operational plan 
for the implementation of the psychological intervention 
program?

Points to note, taking into 
consideration the characteristics of 
firefighting work

What do you think are the important points when 
considering the characteristics of firefighting operations in 
order to make the psychological intervention for 
firefighters effective?

Ending questions Other related queries Are you referring to anything other than the psychological 
intervention program for firefighters that we have 
discussed so far?
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pose of the study, research process, confidentiality, and 
the right to withdraw from participation at any time. 
Additionally, prior to starting the interview, participants' 
consent was obtained after explaining that the recordings 
would be used for research purposes only and would be 
destroyed at the end of the study. The recorded interview 
contents were transcribed using a computer program, all 
personal information related to the participants' identity 
was deleted, and a separate identification number was as-
signed to each participant.

RESULTS

As a result of FGI with firefighters, considering their 
perceptions of psychological intervention programs, bar-
riers and suggestions were identified as a category. There 
were 6 sub-categories as barriers implementing psycho-
logical intervention programs for firefighters: work over-
load, uncomfortable counseling situation, perfunctory pro-
grams, lack of consulting specialists, limited number of 
participants, and lack of replacement workers while at-
tending intervention programs. To facilitate psychological 
intervention programs, 7 sub-categories as suggestions 
were identified: programs focused on positive aspects of 

traumatic events, programs considering job characteris-
tics, programs considering individual psychological char-
acteristics, developing sustainable programs, appointing 
experts with knowledge of firefighting duties, developing 
highly accessible programs using various materials and 
creating a supportive environment for psychological pro-
grams (Figure 1). 

1. Barriers

1) Work overload 
The quarantine measures related to the COVID-19 pan-

demic have put additional work pressure on firefighters, 
leaving them with little time to participate in psycho-
logical intervention programs. 

Because of additional work related to COVID-19, 
everyone is physically overwhelmed; so, I cannot al-
low myself to participate in such psychological pro-
grams. (FGI1, Participant B) 

There are a lot of other things besides emergency 
medical services, such as watering street trees, the 
firefighting experiment program for kids, and com-
puter work. Therefore, I cannot afford to participate 

Figure 1. Firefighters' perceptions of psychological intervention programs.
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in intervention programs.(FGI2, Participant G)

2) Uncomfortable counseling situation
Most psychological intervention programs are conduc-

ted at the fire department. As a result, firefighters' partic-
ipation in the program becomes noticeable, and they find 
it difficult to concentrate.

I'm doing consultations in the middle of work; so I 
don't know when the call will come during the con-
sultation. I'm just trying to wrap this up quickly. 
(FGI1, Participant C)

It is meaningless to consult in a situation where 
many people are waiting for a consultation during 
working hours. (FGI2, Participant G)

In the consultation zone, the siren keeps ringing; 
I feel like I'm still working rather than consulting. 
(FGI1, Participant A) 

3) Perfunctory programs 
Firefighters expressed the opinion that the intervention 

programs seem to be more beneficial for the psychological 
advisors. Moreover, the programs were formal and time 
consuming. 

Even after one year, how was the situation dealt 
with back then? She asked me like that; I just felt like 
the whole thing was killing time somehow. That's 
how I felt. (FGI1, Participant A) 

These are just a couple of phone calls. That's all, 
and they are perfunctory. That's why I think every-
body has such negative opinions. (FGI2, Participant J) 

4) Lack of consulting specialists 
In recent years, the importance of psychological inter-

ventions for firefighters has been recognized, and efforts 
are being made to hire professional counselors for fire-
fighters. However, the number of counselors remains in-
sufficient. 

Two or three people are elected annually, but there 
are now almost 5,000 people in the fire department. 
So, it's difficult for one or two consultants to cover 
them all. (FGI1, Participant B)

We have a professional counselor here. I wonder if 
it's possible to see her once a year. It's hard to cover all 
these people alone. (FGI2, Participant K) 

5) Limited number of participants 
The number of people who can participate in the pro-

grams is limited, and the participants are chosen without 
any psychological consideration. 

There are a limited number of people who can go 
to 'Healing Camp', and only one or two people can go 
there annually. (FGI1, Participant B)

I'm not sure what the criteria are for selecting can-
didates. Only a few people are assigned based on the 
order of retirement or appointment, not those who 
are really needed. (FGI2, Participant L) 

6) Lack of replacement workers while attending interven-
tion programs 
There is a systematic difficulty that someone has to take 

over when others are participating in psychological inter-
vention programs. As a result, participants feel sorry that 
someone has to replace them when they attend the inter-
vention programs 

When I go to the program, the rest of the crew suf-
fers because someone has to come in. (FGI1, Partici-
pant C)

If I use that time for consulting, the rest of the fire-
fighters become busy. In the end, these things make 
us walk on eggshells, which is why I don't want to 
participate in the program. (FGI2, Participant J) 

2. Suggestions

1) Programs focused on positive aspects of traumatic events 
Participants stated that developing intervention pro-

grams based on positive rather than negative experiences 
is more effective in the long run. 

Instead of revealing deep traumas, it is better to 
gradually build on positive aspects, even for small 
things, to overcome trauma. (FGI2, Participant H)

I think it will be more effective if we proceed with 
the growth program focusing on overcoming trauma 
rather than dwelling on its negative aspects. (FGI1, 
Participant E)

When I talk about my experiences with PTSD, it's 
not like the issue is resolved, but at some point, it be-
comes depressing and harder to talk about. But if 
someone says, 'I had a tough time, but it was worth it,' 
there are moments when talking like that can make 
everything disappear. So, I think it is preferable to 
concentrate on a truly positive event rather than a 
negative one. (FGI 2, Participant H) 
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2) Programs considering job characteristics 
Since firefighters have different tasks and hours of work, 

it is necessary to develop an intervention program that 
considers tasks, hours of work, and work experience rath-
er than implementing a general program. 

Firefighters engage in fire, rescue, and emergency 
operations. They're all different. There are also out-
door and indoor jobs. Would it not be a good idea to 
put in place a program tailored to each field?.(FGI1, 
Participant C)

It could be a bigger issue for novice firefighters 
since it's their first time. I was shocked at first. I'm 
calm right now. Thus, it is necessary to develop a pro-
gram based on work experience.(FGI1, Participant F) 

3) Programs considering individual psychosocial character-
istics 
The level of trauma exposure and the capacity to cope 

with trauma vary for each firefighter. Thus, it is necessary 
to develop programs that consider the personal character-
istics of firefighters.

It is a requirement to offer intervention programs 
depending on the level of trauma experienced by 
each person. That may be the way an intervention 
works for me.(FGI1, Participant D) 

I think we need to create a program that recognizes 
the individual capacity of each firefighter to cope 
with trauma. Given these individual characteristics, I 
believe we must develop the capacity to resist trauma. 
(FGI2, Participant K) 

4) Developing sustainable programs 
Participants said a long term, continuous program is 

needed instead of a one-time intervention program. 

I think it should be steady support that can give 
hope and courage in the long term, not a one-time 
event. (FGI2, Participant I) 

It's not a short term thing, it seems there needs to 
be continuous management. (FGI1, Participant F) 

5) Appointing experts with knowledge of firefighting duties 
To develop an effective intervention program, appoint-

ing experts who are familiar with the characteristics of the 
firefighting job is important. Alternatively, if possible, 
someone who could give practical advice based on hands- 
on experience and who is familiar with the job character-
istics could act as an expert. 

He came to me for a consultation, but he had no 
idea what I was doing. So, I did not want to talk about 
it because his credibility went down dramatically at 
that time. So, I think the most important thing is to 
have a clear understanding of our work. (FGI1, Parti-
cipant A)

I think we need a professional advisor who knows 
the characteristics of our work while working the 
same shifts or in the same conditions as we do. (FGI1, 
Participant B)

I think the firefighters who work in the same center 
as we are the best people to act as counselors. (FGI2, 
Participant L) 

6) Developing highly accessible programs using various 
materials 
Firefighters want an intervention program that allows 

for immediate participation whenever the need arises. For 
this, it is necessary to use various materials, and anonym-
ity is also considered an important factor to increase 
accessibility. 

During the day, I cannot think of anything because 
I'm so busy, but at night, I think about it, and I feel 
terrible. That's why I think I need a program that al-
lows me to consult when I need it, even after work. 
(FGI2, Participant H)

I think it would be great to have a site or applica-
tion where you can relieve stress immediately. I think 
it will be somewhat more effective to have that access. 
(FGI1, Participant F)

If you use something like the Zoom app and have a 
counselor as the host from 9 am to 5 pm, I think you 
can get in and try it whenever you need it. (FGI1, 
Participant E) 

7) Creating a supportive work environment for psychological 
programs 
Participants indicate that both a supportive organiza-

tional environment and institutional support are needed 
for the effective implementation of psychological inter-
vention programs. It is necessary to create an organiza-
tional atmosphere where one can share psychological dif-
ficulties naturally and participate in psychological inter-
ventions comfortably. 

I think the most important thing is to create an en-
vironment in which I can get comfortable counseling 
without putting pressure on my work. (FGI2, Partici-
pant I) 
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I think we need to recognize the importance of the 
program internally and focus more on it. (FGI2, Parti-
cipant J) 

DISCUSSION

Regarding the barriers preventing participation in in-
tervention programs, participants indicated additional 
workload along with firefighting work. Particularly, par-
ticipants stated that they could not afford to participate in 
psychological intervention programs due to quarantine 
measures and additional work caused by COVID-19. They 
found it burdensome that someone had to replace them 
while they attended the programs. In fact, for 3 months 
from March 1, 2020, 34.5% of firefighters in New York 
City were on sick leave due to a suspected or confirmed 
COVID-19 outbreak, which reduced the number of emer-
gency medical services personnel to meet the surge since 
COVID-19 [22]. This demonstrates that the absence of fire-
fighters will inevitably increase the workload of other 
firefighters.

Additionally, the participants stated that most psycho-
logical interventions were conducted during working 
hours and at the workplace to increase the participation 
rate, but it was difficult to concentrate on counseling in a 
situation in which the call bell would ring anytime, and 
the atmosphere was formal. This is supported by previous 
studies showing that a comfortable and private therapy of-
fice facilitates counseling [23]. Since hyperarousal, one of 
the main symptoms of PTSD, is caused by environmental 
factors such as exposure to situations, it is essential to pro-
vide a comfortable counseling place and situation for ef-
fective counseling by firefighters [24].

Further, the number of consulting experts was too small 
compared to the number of firefighters, and special inter-
vention programs were limited. In Korea, very few psy-
chological counselors belong to the National Fire Agency, 
and this majorly involves employing external professional 
psychological counselors [25]. As a result, the program 
quality ends up being poor, and it inevitably becomes a 
formal consultation. Similar situations have been experi-
enced in Canada, as it is difficult to consult a professional 
counselor; therefore, the recommended alternative was to 
increase the access to other creative art therapies such as 
music, yoga, and drama [26]. Therefore, it is needed to de-
velop an online psychological support system that can re-
place the insufficient number of experts in Korea, and to 
provide special intervention programs useful to firefighters 
with limited experts. In addition, it is necessary to create a 
more friendly environment for psychological counseling 

to minimize peer stigma by participating in a psychologi-
cal counseling program [26].

The number of people who can participate in the pro-
grams is limited. For instance, In Korea, only 180 fire-
fighters (9%) participated in the "Stress Relief Program", 
which was originally planned for 2,000 firefighters, and it 
was confirmed that only 14.9% of the KRW 1 billion budg-
et was implemented [27]. Moreover, among firefighters 
who are at risk for developing PTSD (n=1,995), very few 
(9.7%) received mental health treatment in the past month 
[28]. In addition, recent psychological intervention pro-
grams observed an even lesser number of participants, 
due to COVID-19 concerns regarding the spread of infec-
tion. For facilitating benefits for a larger number of people, 
future research should develop programs with high acces-
sibility amidst all conditions, and alternatives such as, 
group counseling, smartphone applications, and non-face- 
to-face programs.

Finally, if someone attends a special intervention pro-
gram in Korea, someone else has to do their job. Therefore, 
participation requires assistance at the organizational level. 
Furthermore, participation in such psychological counsel-
ing programs should be treated as an official leave of ab-
sence, rather than as working hours so that participants 
can attend without experiencing any pressure. 

Regarding the suggestions to develop effective inter-
vention programs, participants said that such programs 
should focus on positive content. Academia and industry 
are now turning to new perspectives focused on practical 
solutions that improve the resilience of workers [2] and the 
positive attributes of individuals and organizations [29]. 
Despite experiencing traumatic incidents on the job, most 
firefighters overcome this shock and continue to take re-
sponsibility for people's lives and safety at disaster sites. 
Therefore, it is necessary to develop a program that pro-
motes positive aspects such as post-traumatic growth of 
firefighters. 

Psychological intervention programs for firefighters 
should in particular be provided by professionals familiar 
with the nature of firefighting work. This is because a per-
son familiar with the characteristics of the job can give 
practical advice. In this regard, Henderson et al. [30] state 
that consideration of organizational belonging and per-
sonal factors in firefighting culture is very important for 
firefighters' psychological management. Kitt [23] found 
that firefighters were frustrated with advisors who did not 
understand the firefighters' culture and work. Many stud-
ies have recommended a counseling program involving 
experienced firefighters, possessing knowledge regarding 
firefighter duties [26]. Alternatively, many firefighters pre-
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fer peer-led Critical Incident Stress Management, which 
improves adaptability and resilience and reduces stress 
[26]. Future studies need to extend psychological support 
programs toward co-workers. 

Since firefighters have different types of trauma accord-
ing to their job characteristics, it is necessary to develop an 
intervention program that considers job characteristics 
such as fire suppression, first aid, rescue, and internal work 
rather than implementing a general program. In addition, 
these programs should consider personal characteristics 
as well. Novice firefighters were exposed to approxima-
tely nine potentially traumatic events during their first 3 
years in the fire department, 66% of which occurred while 
on duty [Gulliver, 2021]. Furthermore, programs should 
be tailored to account for the differences in each in-
dividual's coping strategies. A recent Korean survey eval-
uated the psychological variables of all firefighters [Kim, 
Dager, 2018]. Subsequently, high-risk groups were identi-
fied and appropriate interventions were undertaken. How-
ever, there is a need for more systematic mental health 
management for firefighters. 

The psychological intervention provided to firefighters 
should be a long-term, ongoing program, not a one-time 
intervention program. In Korea, psychological support 
programs hosted by the Fire Department are provided in 
the form of outsourcing contracts with new companies ev-
ery year. Therefore, the program lacks continuity, quality 
control is difficult, and there are also significant regional 
differences. In Australia, since 2013, MAPS (Mental Agil-
ity and Psychological Strength) has been developed for the 
primary prevention of PTSD in firefighters and its effec-
tiveness has been continuously reported [7]. Similarly, 
Korea also offers psychological counseling programs for 
the past 6 years and strives to provide sustainable pro-
grams [6]. However, the entity providing the program 
must be maintained continuously.

Moreover, participants stated that they needed inter-
vention services that were available any time after a trau-
matic event without restrictions on working hours. Joyce 
et al. [2] also reveal that a multifaceted approach across all 
levels of the organization is required for a mentally heal-
thy work environment in a study that developed an Inter-
net based resilience program for firefighters. Online psy-
chological intervention programs are essential to improve 
accessibility.

Finally, participants emphasized that a supportive or-
ganizational atmosphere and institutional support were 
important for the effective implementation of psychologi-
cal intervention programs. Firefighters do not often ex-
hibit psychological difficulties in trying to maintain their 

image of "trust". Moreover, psychological issues within 
firefighter organizations are not well understood as they 
tend to hide a negative organizational culture. Conse-
quently, good facilitation strategies are needed to over-
come the silence and stigma associated with mental health 
in the firefighter culture [23].

In summary, firefighters want "flexible, effective, pos-
itive aspects based, and tailored" psychological inter-
vention programs. In other words, although various psy-
chological interventions are provided, these programs 
must be flexible enough to fit the specific individual and 
professional characteristics of firefighters. Additionally, 
the programs must be of practical use to firefighters and 
should not be perfunctory programs. Finally, there is a 
need to concentrate on the positive content without con-
tinuing to reflect on the negative aspects of traumatic 
events. 

In this study, focus group interview and qualitative 
content analysis were applied to examine Korean firefight-
ers' perceptions of psychological intervention programs 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The strength of this study 
is that it presents detailed and clear barriers and sugges-
tions based on interviews of firefighters working in the 
field. Based on this, it is expected that practical mental 
nursing interventions for firefighters can be developed. In 
addition, as a domestic firefighting hospital is scheduled 
to be established in 2024, it is expected that the main re-
search results will be used as basic data for firefighters' 
trauma management and holistic nursing. However, it is 
difficult to generalize the findings from this study because 
only limited subjects were involved in a city. In a future 
study, it will be necessary to investigate the perception of 
psychological intervention for firefighters who have other 
work than emergency medical services and administrative 
work.

CONCLUSION

As a result of conducting FGI to investigate the percep-
tions of Korean firefighters' psychological intervention 
programs in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, six 
barriers and seven proposals to keep in mind when devel-
oping psychological intervention programs were identi-
fied. The intervention programs should focus on the pos-
itive aspects of traumatic events, with flexibility and prac-
tical effectiveness, tailored to the individual and professio-
nal characteristics of firefighters. 

Based on these results, we propose the following: first, 
psychological experts should be recruited in firefighting 
organizations, or, if they are external experts, training 
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should be provided on the characteristics of firefighting 
work. Second, it is necessary to develop a positive psycho-
logical intervention program free from temporal and spa-
tial constraints. Third, a supportive organizational atmos-
phere and institutional support must be established.
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