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Abstract 

The study on occupational stress, burnout, and intention to quit among Malaysian 

firefighters is rare. Therefore, there is a need to focus on this topic. The objective of 

this study is to review the relevant literature on Malaysian firefighters’ sources of 

occupational stress, burnout, and intention to quit a job. The sources of 

occupational stress are measured by using Sources of Occupational Stress (SOOS-

14), burnout is measured by using Maslach Burnout Inventory – General Survey 

(MBI-GS), and intention to quit is measured using intention to quit scale. The 

sample of this study is Malaysian firefighters. This study provides a framework for 

the study of the effects of occupational stress towards burnout and intention to quit 

among Malaysian firefighters and supports the Transactional Theory of Stress and 

Coping especially by proving the effects of emotion-focused and problem-focused 

coping methods. ASEAN Journal of Psychiatry, Vol. 22(7): September 2021:1-8. 
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Introduction  

Occupational stress is a genuine issue that needs 

to be addressed in many professions around the 

world. In Europe, occupational stress is 

considered as one of the major problems which 

can cause negative effects on the workers’ 

mental and physical health [1-4]. The firefighter 

is one of the highly demanding professions and it 

carries a significant degree of risk. Every year, 

some firefighters get killed while   on their duty 

in the United States of America (USA) [5]. It is 

vital to conduct more studies on stress among the 

fire fighters and rescuers because, apart from the 

common sources of occupational stress such as 

high job demands, poor work conditions, lack of 

organizational support, career development 

burdens, and conflicts among colleagues, careers 

in the emergency lines. 

 

have a unique cause of stress such as traumatic 

events which involve horrific deaths and serious 

injuries [6-8]. As the first responders in 

emergencies such as accidents or natural 

disasters, firefighters are exposed to traumatic 

events that may cause them occupational stress 

and post-traumatic stress disease (PTSD). 

According to a systemic review done in 2013, 

Professions such as police, firefighters, and 

ambulance paramedics often experience 

incidents of PTSD but the effects of PTSD on 

the job will diminish over time [9]. 

 

Uncontrolled occupational related stress can 

eventually cause firefighters to be burnout. As a 

result, they might have intention to quit their 
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jobs. Thus, this study’s main objective is to 

review the relevant literature on Malaysian 

firefighters’ sources of occupational stress, 

burnout, and intention to quit the job. 

 

Literature Review 

 

Occupational stress studies 

 

Work is one of the main contributors to stress 

among working people. Occupational stress 

occurs when high demands of work cannot be 

offset by the work control from the resources 

available to an employee. Job control refers to 

the capability of the employee to control and 

make decisions about the work performed [10]. 

Among the contributing factors to occupational 

stress are high job demands [11], poor work 

conditions and low job control [12], lack of 

organizational support [13], lack of social 

support [14], career development burden, co-

worker conflict, long working hours, lack of 

sleep or sleep disturbance [15] and the impact of 

traumatic events at work [16,17]. 

 

Firefighter’s occupational stress 

 

Global problems faced by current communities 

such as accidents, terrorists, mass fires, and 

increased crime activity have resulted in 

emergencies, thus increasing the need for 

emergency and security services to be involved 

[18,19]. Firefighters are among the professional 

group and first responders in the event of an 

accident or a disaster. However, the job is seen 

by many researchers as one of the most stressful 

jobs involved in many experiences of trauma, 

dead bodies, loss of life, and high stress 

compared to other occupations. There have been 

studies about the effects of occupational stress 

among firefighters [20,21]. In the field of 

psychology, many researchers have found that 

many physiological indicators such as cortisol, 

blood pressure, skin conductance, and Heart Rate 

Variability (HRV) are the leading indicator of 

stress among firefighters [22]. The accumulation 

of stress among firefighters can have a 

significant impact on their overall work and 

personal life. Many studies have been conducted 

in this area where researchers have studied the 

effects of job stress that firefighters face on 

family members. Occupational stress among 

firefighters may harms their families [23]. 

However, the impact of pressure on families will 

depend on the level of stress experienced by 

firefighters. Some studies have found that 

firefighters who face stress at their workplace 

may influence their intention to quit their job 

[24-26]. 

 

Firefighters’ sources of occupational stress 

 

According to Work Stress Model by [27], stress 

factors include demands, controls, relationships, 

changes, roles, and supports. Work demands 

refer to psychological demands such as mental 

burdens, organizational constraints, or 

overlapping demands that prevent employees 

from completing tasks [28]. These work 

demands include past tragic incidents that impact 

trauma [29,30] and high workload. Workloads 

and occupational norms that require high 

physical intensity can result in high physical 

energy consumption. A memory of traumatic 

incidents encountered in daily work can also lead 

to optimal emotional use. It can also be affected 

by uncomfortable work environments and 

irregular working hours [31]. These job demands 

factors can cause stress when the physical and 

psychological resources used are not returned to 

the normal level. 

 

Control refers to the freedom of workers to make 

decisions about work. Low levels of work 

control give employees difficulties to perform 

tasks in their way and ensure organizational 

objectives are met. High work demands and low 

job control can negatively affect an individual's 

psychological and physiological health [32]. 

Relationship factors refer to positive interactions 

between employees to avoid conflict and to deal 

with unacceptable behaviors in the workplace 

environment such as conflict, bullying, and 

harassment [33]. Relationships with top 

managers, colleagues, and subordinates in terms 

of low trust and mutual support can increase 

stress among staff [34]. 

 

The change factor refers to how a change, 

whether big or small which to be implemented in 
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an organization is being organized and 

communicated to employees. Changes that are 

not well managed including the planning and 

implementation can put pressure and trigger 

occupational stress among employees when 

introduced. 

The role factor refers to whether employees 

understand their role in the organization and 

whether the organization can ensure that 

employees do not have overlapping roles. Stress 

can be triggered when employees do not 

understand the proper role they play in the 

organization and thus lead to overlapping roles 

and responsibilities. 

 

The support factor includes encouragement, 

funding, and resources from the organization, top 

management, or colleagues such as job training. 

In addition, to support from organizations and 

coworkers, family support can also have an 

impact where family conflict can be stressful for 

individuals [35]. Workers suffering from 

occupational stress will blame their organization 

for their lack of support in helping to reduce the 

causes or factors of stress in the workplace. 

 

However, it is important for researchers who 

study the occupational stress factors among 

firefighters to focus on the experiences of trauma 

associated with the daily stress factors 

encountered in the organization [36]. Thus, the 

researcher uses the source of occupational stress 

developed specifically to assess the various 

sources of job stress experienced by firefighters 

including traumatic events that occurred during 

their work time [37].  

 

Transactional theory of stress and coping 

 

This theory was developed by Lazarus et al. 

Fundamentally, this theory stated that 

occupational stress occurs when there are 

transactions between individuals and 

environmental factors that cause stress. 

Individual reactions depend on the individual's 

interpretation and ability to cope with the 

sources of stress. When dealing with a situation 

in the workplace that could potentially cause 

stress, an individual will make the first appraisal 

of whether the situations can cause negative 

effects (distress), positive effects (eustress) or it 

will not have any impact.  

 

In the second appraisal, the individual will 

evaluate the choice of measures to cope with the 

sources of stress including available resources to 

deal with the stress. Resources to deal with stress 

are available internally such as character 

strengths and from external sources such as 

finances and support from friends. Stress can 

occur when resources available to deal with 

stress are insufficient. Therefore, when it comes 

to having sufficient internal and external 

resources to deal with the causes of work stress, 

individuals will consider steps to address the 

causes of stress. 

 

Coping with sources of occupational stress can 

be problem-focused or emotion-focused.  When 

dealing with the sources of occupational stress 

by focusing on the problems, individuals tend to 

avoid or eliminate the sources of stress such as 

by changing their job scope or leave their job 

[38]. When using emotion-focused methods, 

individuals remain exposed to the sources of 

occupational stress. This prolonged state of 

stress can cause individuals to experience 

emotional and physical exhaustion leading to 

burnout [39,40]. In other words, burnout is the 

last effect that can occur on individuals when 

attempts to cope with work stress are failed. 

 

Burnout 

 

Burnout occurs when employees experience 

prolonged stress responses due to the influence 

of uncontrolled occupational stress [41]. This is 

in line with the explanation by Murphy et al, that 

burnout is a form of extreme cumulative stress 

[42]. It is generally noted by most researchers 

that firefighters are often exposed to physical, 

physiological, and psychologically traumatic 

experiences [43]. Moreover, Görgens et al, Park 

et al, Wang et al, stated that firefighters may 

experience "chronic stress", which is often 

associated with constant tension and shift work 

as a result of working conditions [44-46]. These 

conditions can in turn trigger great stress for 

firefighters, which in turn can have a significant 

impact on their quality of life which may cause 
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long-term physical and mental harm. Various 

researchers have studied the concept of burnout, 

in particular Maslach et al, suggesting that 

burnout is characterized by "chronic emotional 

exhaustion, interpersonal cynicism, personal 

identity, and personal and professional 

effectiveness [47].” In essence, burnout is 

considered a mental problem; however, it can 

have adverse psychological and physical effects 

on firefighters. Several recent studies have 

documented that burnout has emerged as a 

dominant form of employment in dangerous and 

high-risk occupations, such as doctors, nurses, 

police officers, and firefighters among others 

[48-51]. Longitudinal studies involving 

emergency workers have shown that work-

related stress is associated with fatigue, burnout, 

and post-traumatic stress [52]. The effects of 

burnout among firefighters can prompt an 

individual to stop working if he or she cannot 

control the source of stress that causes burnout. 

According to Berkeley Planning Associates in 

1997, it was concluded that burnout often results 

in behavioral symptoms, which can lead to job 

dissatisfaction, complaints, or quit work. The 

choice to leave work may be associated with 

emotional symptoms such as "feeling helpless" 

or emotional exhaustion associated with 

dissatisfaction with a firefighter's job [53]. 

 

Intention to quit 

  

The intention to quit can be defined as an 

employee's plan to leave or quit his current job 

and seek a better offer, or a desire to move out of 

the current organization [54,55]. Many factors 

can contribute to or motivate individuals to quit 

their jobs such as low pay and benefits, better 

career options, and occupational stress [56]. The 

desire to leave the current organization may be 

due to the assumption that quitting and leaving 

the organization is an easy thing to do and may 

benefit the employee himself [57]. In the context 

of firefighters, occupational stress can play an 

important role in influencing individuals to quit 

their jobs. In a study conducted by aimed at 

examining the types of occupational stress that 

firefighters often encounter, it is concluded that 

infant death, corpse discovery, bodily injury, 

chemical exposure, and large fires are among the 

most likely causes of occupational stress to 

firemen. In addition, a study conducted by to 

study occupational stress and endurance among 

firefighters and rescuers in the United Kingdom 

found a significant relationship between 

occupational stress and intention to quit. 

Similarly, a study conducted by Mansor et al, to 

study the relationship between occupational 

stress and employee resilience in Malaysian 

banks concluded that there was a significant 

positive relationship between occupational stress 

and intention to quit [58]. 

 

Conclusion 

  

This study provides a framework for the study of 

the effect of occupational stress towards burnout 

and intention to quit among Malaysian 

firefighters. The findings contributed to 

theoretical and practical implications. 

Theoretically, this study supports the 

transactional theory of stress and coping 

especially by proving the effects of the emotion-

focused and problem-focused coping methods. 

By choosing to focus on emotion or problem to 

cope with sources of occupational stress, those 

two methods can cause burnout or trigger the 

intention to quit among firefighters. This study 

also provides practical implications for the 

authorities responsible for firefighters such as the 

government and the fire department itself.  
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