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Secondary traumatic stress (STS) remains underexamined among Disaster Risk Reduction and
Management (DRRM) officers, particularly within disaster-prone settings in the Philippines. This
qualitative phenomenological study explored the lived experiences of five DRRM officers in
Olongapo City, Zambales, examining how repeated indirect exposure to trauma shapes their
emotional, psychological, and professional lives. Data were generated through semi-structured
interviews and analysed using thematic analysis framework. Four interconnected themes were
identified: triggering exposure to death and large-scale incidents; multidimensional emotional,
psychological, and physical impacts; adaptive and maladaptive coping processes; and identity
reconstruction through meaning-making and purpose. Findings indicate that STS manifests not only
as exhaustion, intrusive recall, and delayed somatic responses, but also as reflective growth and
strengthened vocational commitment. The study contributes contextually grounded insight into how
trauma exposure becomes integrated into professional identity within a local government disaster
response system. These findings highlight the need for structured psychological support,
institutional debriefing mechanisms, and culturally responsive mental health interventions for
frontline disaster personnel.
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Secondary traumatic stress (STS) refers to the emotional, psychological, and physiological distress
that arises from indirect exposure to the trauma of others (Sprang et al., 2024). Although not the
result of personal victimisation, STS mirrors core features of posttraumatic stress disorder, including
intrusive recollections, emotional numbing, hyperarousal, and avoidance behaviours (Branson,
2018). It emerges through empathic engagement with trauma survivors and repeated exposure to
distressing narratives or scenes. As such, STS represents a significant occupational hazard across
helping professions.

Research on STS has expanded substantially over the past decade, particularly among healthcare
workers, social workers, police officers, and emergency responders (Davenport, 2021). Evidence
consistently links indirect trauma exposure to emotional exhaustion, burnout, intrusive imagery,
sleep disturbance, and impaired functioning (De Leon & Campomanes, 2022). While protective
factors such as organisational support, peer cohesion, training, and adaptive coping strategies can
buffer these effects (Zacharias & Upendra, 2024), the cumulative burden of repeated exposure
remains a critical concern. Even a single traumatic encounter has been shown to precipitate acute
STS symptoms (Branson, 2018), underscoring the vulnerability of frontline personnel operating in
high-risk environments.

Conceptual clarity is essential in this domain. STS is distinct from vicarious trauma and compassion
fatigue, although the terms are often used interchangeably. Vicarious trauma refers to enduring
cognitive shifts in worldview resulting from prolonged exposure to trauma narratives, whereas
compassion fatigue reflects chronic emotional depletion associated with caregiving roles. STS, in
contrast, is characterised by a more immediate, trauma-reactive response to indirect exposure (Kim
et al.,, 2022). Differentiating these constructs is particularly important when examining disaster
responders, whose exposure patterns may involve both acute incidents and cumulative operational
strain.

Disaster Risk Reduction and Management (DRRM) officers occupy a unique position within this
landscape. Unlike many helping professionals who primarily engage with trauma through narrative
accounts, DRRM personnel operate in disaster zones, assess risk, coordinate emergency response,
and interact directly with affected communities. Although their distress is not necessarily rooted in
personal trauma, their repeated exposure to fatalities, severe injuries, large-scale destruction, and
intense human suffering places them at substantial risk for STS. Despite this, empirical research has
largely centred on healthcare providers and police services, with limited attention given to DRRM
officers as a distinct occupational group.

This gap is particularly salient in the Philippine context. The Philippines ranks among the most
disaster-prone countries globally, experiencing frequent typhoons, flooding, earthquakes, fires, and
other emergencies. Such conditions result in sustained and recurrent exposure to traumatic events
for local disaster response personnel. Yet little is known about how DRRM officers in local
government systems interpret and manage the psychological consequences of their work.
Understanding these lived experiences is critical not only for individual well-being, but also for
sustaining operational effectiveness and community resilience.

Accordingly, this study explores the lived experiences of DRRM officers in Olongapo City, Zambales,
with specific focus on secondary traumatic stress. Using a qualitative phenomenological approach,
the research seeks to examine how officers experience, interpret, and cope with repeated indirect
trauma exposure, and how these experiences shape their professional identity. By foregrounding a
context-specific examination of STS within a disaster-prone setting, this study contributes to the
broader literature on occupational trauma and offers insight into the development of responsive
organisational and mental health interventions for frontline disaster responders.
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METHODS
Study design

This study employed a qualitative design grounded in realistic phenomenology to explore the lived
experiences of secondary traumatic stress among Disaster Risk Reduction and Management officers.
Realistic phenomenology recognises subjective meaning-making while situating experience within
objective social and institutional contexts. This approach was appropriate given the study’s aim to
examine how DRRM officers interpret repeated indirect exposure to trauma within the operational
realities of local disaster response systems.

Phenomenological inquiry seeks in-depth accounts from individuals who have directly encountered
the phenomenon under investigation. In this study, participants were DRRM officers whose
professional responsibilities required repeated engagement with disaster-affected populations. The
design enabled exploration of how secondary traumatic stress is experienced, managed, and
integrated into both professional functioning and personal identity.

Participants and sampling

Purposive sampling was employed to recruit participants with direct and sustained exposure to
trauma-related operations. A screening tool was administered to identify officers reporting
moderate levels of secondary traumatic stress to ensure experiential relevance. The screening
instrument was used solely for eligibility determination and was not diagnostic.

Inclusion criteria were: (1) at least two years of service as a first responder; (2) direct involvement in
trauma response operations; (3) current assignment within the DRRMO of Olongapo City; (4)
absence of reported primary trauma history; and (5) psychological readiness to participate. Of
fifteen officers screened, five met all criteria and consented to participate. Although small, this
sample size aligns with phenomenological research standards, where depth of experience is
prioritised over numerical breadth.

All participants were male, with service durations ranging from 2.5 to 9 years. Roles included Fire
Rescue Technician, Rescue Medic, and Driver Operator. Participant characteristics are presented in
Table 1.

Table 1
Participant characteristics (n = 5)

Participant Code Sex Years of Service (years) Position
P1 Male 2.5 Fire rescue technician
P2 Male 3 Rescue medic
P3 Male 6 Driver operator
P4 Male 6 Rescue medic
P5 Male 9 Fire rescue technician

Data collection

Data were generated through semi-structured, in-depth interviews conducted at the DRRMO office.
An interview guide was developed to elicit detailed accounts of trauma exposure, emotional and
psychological responses, coping strategies, and perceived changes in personal identity. The guide
was reviewed by professionals for clarity and relevance. Interviews lasted between 14 and 23
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minutes and were audio-recorded with participant consent. The semi-structured format allowed
consistency across interviews while preserving flexibility to pursue emergent insights. Interviews
were transcribed verbatim prior to analysis.

Data analysis

Data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis following Braun et al.’s (2023) six-phase
framework (2023). The analysis began with repeated immersion in the transcripts to achieve data
familiarisation. Initial codes were then generated inductively, capturing meaningful features related
to trauma exposure, psychological impact, coping, and identity formation. Codes were subsequently
organised into candidate themes, which were iteratively reviewed for coherence, internal
consistency, and conceptual distinction. Themes were refined through ongoing comparison between
coded extracts and the full dataset to ensure analytic rigour. Final themes were defined and named
to reflect their underlying organising concepts rather than surface descriptions. The analytic process
prioritised depth, pattern recognition, and interpretative clarity consistent with phenomenological
inquiry.

Ethical considerations

Institutional permission was obtained from the DRRMO Head prior to data collection. Participants
received written and verbal information outlining the study’s purpose, procedures, voluntary nature,
and confidentiality safeguards. Informed consent was obtained prior to participation. Participants
were advised of their right to withdraw at any stage without penalty. Interview questions were
designed to minimise psychological distress. Identifying information was replaced with participant
codes, and all data were securely stored and accessible only to the research team.

RESULTS

Through reflexive thematic analysis, four main themes were identified, encompassing 10 subthemes:
(a) Triggering Experience, (b) Impact of Trauma Exposure, (c) Coping Experience, and (d) Reflection
on Personal Identity. These themes capture the essence of participants’ lived experiences of
secondary traumatic stress, illustrating the multifaceted ways DRRM officers navigate occupational
trauma, including its triggers, effects, coping mechanisms, and integration into personal identity.
Themes are presented below with supporting participant quotes and subthemes (see Table 2 for a
summary of the themes and their definitions).

Theme 1: Triggering Experience

As first responders, DRRM officers are consistently exposed to various disasters and accidents, both
natural and man-made. These encounters often lead to triggering experiences, which are situations,
objects, or thoughts that provoke strong emotional or mental reactions, frequently linked to prior
trauma. Such triggers can cause unease, fear, or severe distress, influencing both emotional states
and professional decision-making.

Exposure to Death and Fatalities

Participants described frequent encounters with death as highly distressing. P1 shared, “Yeah, for
example, situations like that when one of our patients dies” (“Ayun nga, example yung ganun na
nga, ‘pag may namatay kaming pasyente”). Similarly, P3 recalled a severe vehicular accident: “That
was the worst accident. He was hit by a truck” (“Ayun naman po, yung pinakamalala na yung
aksidente. Nabangga s’ya ng truck”). Emotional tolls intensified when responders had personal
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connections to victims, as one recounted failed CPR attempts on a neighbour. P4 described the
drowning of two children, emphasising the compounded distress of working with vulnerable
populations. These accounts reflect the serious psychological burden associated with fatalities.

Responding to Mass Casualty or Large-Scale Incidents

Large scale emergencies such as fires or floods create both physical and emotional challenges. P2
recalled a commercial fire in Subic and noted the difficulty of responding to floods during typhoons.
P3 and P1 highlighted the emotional distress associated with the loss of property and livelihoods.
These scenarios demonstrate the dual demands of rapid action and emotional resilience.

Traumatic Injuries and Graphic Scenes

Participants reported that exposure to graphic injuries and bloody scenes is a significant stressor. P5
recalled witnessing a severed leg and bleeding head, noting empathic distress: “I thought, what if
that were me? | felt sorry for the person” (“Nung nakita ko yung putol yung paa... pa’no kung ako
yun. Kawawa naman yung tao”). Repeated exposure to such content increases risk for intrusive
thoughts and emotional distress.

Uncertainty and Emotional Overload During Response

Responders highlighted the anxiety of unpredictable rescue missions. P1 noted, “We don’t know
what we will encounter when we arrive” (“Di namin alam kung ano yung pagkarating namin doon”).
Even successful interventions, such as reviving a drowning victim, involve intense mental and
emotional strain. These high-pressure situations can result in emotional overload and mental
fatigue.

Theme 2: Impact of Trauma Exposure

Exposure to trauma can produce a range of emotional, psychological, and physical effects,
sometimes resembling posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), though many experiences may fall
under secondary traumatic stress (STS).

Emotional Impact

Participants recounted profound emotional responses, including shock, sadness, guilt, and
existential questioning. For example, P4 described guilt following a failed CPR attempt: “Even in your
sleep, you still feel it... you start to lose your appetite” (“Hanggang sa pagtulog mo, ramdam mo pa
rin... mawawalan ka nang gana kumain”). Compassion fatigue also emerged, particularly when
responding to children or families affected by disaster.

Psychological Impact

Participants emphasised the importance of emotional restraint during emergencies. P5 stated, “In
the actual scenario, you have to stay composed” (“Sa actual na scenario, dapat composed ka”).
Emotions were often delayed, reemerging after duty hours. Psychological resilience emerged

through personal boundaries, routines, hobbies, and social support.

Physical Impact
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Physical manifestations included fatigue, delayed bodily reactions, and sleep disturbances. P4 noted,
“You start shaking because your body realises it’s finally over” (“Nanginginig ka kasi iyong katawan
mo na-realize niya na OK na”). Not all participants reported physical symptoms, suggesting
variability based on individual resilience and coping strategies.

Theme 3: Coping Experience
Participants employed a variety of strategies to manage the demands of their work.
Adaptive Coping

Training and protocols helped responders remain task-focused under stress. Peer support, faith, and
moments of solitude were commonly used to process experiences and regulate emotions.

Maladaptive Coping

Some participants suppressed emotions or rationalised trauma as “part of the job”, which provided
short-term relief but risked long-term psychological distress.

Theme 4: Reflection on Personal Identity

Responders interpreted repeated trauma exposure as integral to their role, fostering personal and
professional growth. Anchoring calmness in purpose and passion helped maintain motivation and
emotional stability. One participant explained, “It's not about money, it’s not about the title, it’s
about passion and why you’re doing it” (“It’s not about money, it's not about the title, it’s about
passion at kung bakit mo ginagawa iyon”) (P4).

Anchoring Calmness in Purpose and Passion

This subtheme highlights how participants find calm by drawing meaning from their role as
responders. In stressful situations, their sense of purpose and passion to help others rather than
money or status grounds them emotionally. Through intrinsic motivation, they view their work as a
meaningful calling, not just a job.

One participant explained this in detail. As P4 shared: “They would even say, ‘Ah, that’s normal!’
Then suddenly, of course, since you came from that kind of scene, your body will start to think, ‘Ah,
so it’s just normal.’ It’s like you'll start to feel calm. You won’t think much of it anymore. But for me,
the best way to calm down is to always remember what your job really is. As a responder, | just think
of this: It's not about the money, it’s not about the title, it's about passion and why you’re doing it.
Because in this line of work, when you love what you do, you don’t feel tired. If you enjoy what
you’re doing, you don’t care about the rest. It becomes a reward for yourself.” (“Magsasabi pa iyan
ng ‘Ah, normal iyan!’. Tapos biglang, s'yempre, nanggaling ka ro’n sa scene na iyon, maiisip ng
katawan mo na ‘Ah, normal lang pala.” Parang magiging kalmado ka na. Hindi mo na maiisip na
ganoon pero ang pinaka the best way para sa akin, para kumalma is laging iisipin kung ano ba talaga
iyong trabaho mo kasi ako bilang responder, iniisip ko eto lang: It’s not about money, it’s not about
the title, it’s about passion at kung bakit mo ginagawa iyon kasi sa trabaho, ‘pag gusto mo iyong
ginagawa mo, hindi mo iniisip iyong pagod. Basta gusto mo iyong ginagawa mo, wala kang paki.
Reward na lang sa sarili mo”).

This statement reflects how the participant can normalise stressful experiences, which in turn helps
the body and mind enter a state of calm. He emphasized the importance of remembering his role
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and purpose, which helps him anchor during distressing moments. His motivation stems from
passion and a deep sense of duty, rather than external rewards such as money or titles. The intrinsic
value he finds in his work allows him to feel fulfilled and view his efforts as personally rewarding,
despite the physical and emotional toll of the job.

Table 2
The multidirectional experiences of first responders

Theme Definition

. . . Initial exposure to disasters that provoke emotional and psychological responses,
Triggering Experience . . . .
including anxiety, fatigue, and sleeplessness.

Impact of Trauma . . .
P Emotional, physical, and psychological consequences of repeated trauma exposure.

Exposure

Coping Experience Adaptive and maladaptive strategies employed to manage the impact of trauma.
Reflection of Personal Interpretation of experiences to derive meaning, contributing to personal and
Identity professional growth.

The findings emphasise the importance of continuous mental health support and structured
debriefing systems to safeguard the psychological well-being and operational effectiveness of first
responders.

DISCUSSION

This phenomenological study explored the secondary traumatic stress (STS) experienced by first
responders from the Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Office (DRRMO) in Olongapo City,
focusing on the lived experiences of five participants. The researchers identified four major themes:
triggering experience, impact of trauma exposure, coping experience, and reflection of personal
identity, which were organised in a stage-based framework. This framework begins with the
triggering event and culminates in personal meaning-making and growth. By situating these themes
within the broader context of occupational trauma in disaster-prone environments, the study
highlights the interplay between acute stressors and long-term psychological adaptation. This
contributes to a deeper understanding of how indirect trauma influences professional functioning in
resource-limited settings like the Philippines, addressing the research gap regarding DRRM officers
as a distinct occupational group.

The triggering experience refers to the specific disasters encountered by the participants, including
typhoons, vehicular accidents, and fire incidents. As highlighted in the introduction, these events
initiated emotional and psychological responses through empathic engagement with survivors and
repeated exposure to distressing scenes. These served as pivotal moments that shaped how
responders understood concepts like risk, vulnerability, and resilience in their daily work. Exposure
to such incidents has been shown to increase emotional vulnerability, physical symptoms, and
psychological distress among emergency personnel (Vagni et al., 2020). For the participants, these
experiences were more than isolated events; they were transformative, setting the stage for how
they navigated their professional and emotional realities. This aligns with phenomenological
perspectives that emphasise the subjective interpretation of trauma, where triggers like exposure to
fatalities or graphic scenes not only provoke immediate distress but also reshape worldview and
self-efficacy over time (Linsenmayer, 2011). In disaster-prone regions such as the Philippines, where
annual typhoons and seismic activities compound these triggers, responders often face a cumulative
burden that extends beyond single incidents, potentially leading to heightened hypervigilance and
anticipatory anxiety (Upadhyay, 2025). The study’s findings underscore the need to differentiate
between acute triggers and chronic exposure patterns, as the latter may amplify vulnerability in
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under-resourced local systems where preparedness training is inconsistent. This breadth of triggers,
encompassing both natural and man-made disasters, reveals a depth of experiential complexity
where personal connections to victims intensify emotional responses, echoing research on empathic
distress in first responders (Feinstein et al., 2014).

The impact of exposure captures the emotional, physical, and psychological toll of repeated contact
with trauma cases. Participants reported fatigue, sleeplessness, anxiety, and emotional instability,
which mirror the core features of STS identified in the introduction, such as hyperarousal and
intrusive recollections (Branson, 2018). Despite these symptoms, they demonstrated a continued
sense of purpose and psychological resilience. This aligns with Cabujat and Juan’s (2025) findings,
where respondents showed mild levels of STS alongside flourishing mental health across emotional,
social, and psychological domains. Such ambivalence highlights a resilience paradox, where the same
exposures that erode well-being can foster adaptive capacities, particularly in high-stakes
environments (Coyte et al., 2023). Delving deeper, the multidimensional impacts, ranging from
delayed somatic reactions to existential questioning, mirror STS symptomatology, which often
parallels posttraumatic stress disorder but stems from indirect empathy rather than direct
victimisation (Center for Substance Abuse Treatment, 2014; Sprang et al., 2024). In the Philippine
context, where first responders manage frequent disasters with limited resources, these effects may
be exacerbated by organisational factors like inadequate debriefing, leading to higher burnout rates
(De Leon & Campomanes, 2022). Comparative global data indicate variability; for instance, the
prevalence of PTSD among responders can reach 34% in routine exposures, surging in disaster
scenarios (Greinacher et al., 2019). The study’s insights add depth by illustrating how physical
manifestations, such as shaking post-event, signal autonomic dysregulation, while psychological
resilience through routines and support buffers these, suggesting targeted interventions could
mitigate long-term impairment (Kaplow et al., 2014).

In their coping experience, participants described coping strategies embedded in their routines, such
as seeking social support and expressing emotions. Others, however, coped through emotional
suppression or avoidance, which often intensified their internal distress. These coping styles played
a crucial role in either mitigating or exacerbating STS. Those who adopted adaptive strategies
maintained better psychological balance, consistent with Diaz-Tamayo et al. (2022), who
emphasised the effectiveness of problem-focused and emotionally supportive coping. In contrast,
maladaptive responses such as emotional detachment were linked to higher risks of PTSD and
burnout. This dichotomy reflects broader patterns in emergency personnel, where adaptive coping
like peer support and faith enhances emotional regulation, while suppression risks chronic distress
(Gagani et al., 2016). In culturally collectivistic societies like the Philippines, social support networks,
familial and communal, may amplify adaptive strategies, yet stoicism can perpetuate maladaptive
ones, as seen in studies of Filipino responders (Lam et al., 2025). The depth of this theme reveals
how training protocols enable task-focus under stress, but without institutional support,
maladaptive habits prevail, underscoring the need for integrated programmes, which monitors
stress and promotes adaptive coping in real-time (Egner, 2023; Guttman & Relojo-Howell, 2022; Lam
et al., 2025). Broadening the lens, systematic reviews indicate that mindfulness and self-care reduce
STS, while organisational debriefing fosters collective efficacy (Greinacher et al., 2019; Prati &
Pietrantoni, 2010).

Finally, the reflection of personal identity reveals how participants made sense of their recurring
exposure to trauma. Despite earlier emotional burdens, many viewed their experiences as
opportunities for growth, deeper empathy, and stronger commitment to public service. The once-
overwhelming events described in the first stage became reference points that helped shape a more
resilient and purpose-driven identity. These insights align with Coyte et al. (2023), who noted that
psychological adversity among emergency personnel often leads to posttraumatic growth and a
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renewed appreciation for life. In the lens of realistic phenomenology, this stage represents the
integration of traumatic experiences into a coherent and transformed personal narrative. Expanding
on this, posttraumatic growth (PTG) manifests in domains like redefined life meaning, strengthened
relationships, and enhanced self-perception, with prevalence rates around 52% in ambulance
personnel (Ko & Ha, 2025). In disaster contexts, PTG often co-occurs with STS, moderated by
resilience and social support, as evidenced in responders to events like the Boston Marathon
bombings (Oginska-Bulik et al., 2021). The study’s depth illustrates how purpose anchors calmness,
fostering intrinsic motivation amid tolls, while breadth from cross-cultural comparisons shows higher
PTG in collectivistic societies, where communal solidarity amplifies growth (Brooks et al., 2025).

These findings have significant implications for policy and practice in disaster management. They
underscore the necessity for structured mental health support, including debriefings, peer
programmes, and culturally sensitive interventions to mitigate STS while promoting PTG (Diaz-
Tamayo et al., 2022; Lam et al., 2025; Melinte et al., 2023). In the Philippines, integrating
psychological care into the DRRM framework under Republic Act 10121 could enhance responder
efficacy and community resilience. Globally, the study addresses disparities in low- and middle-
income countries where resource constraints heighten STS risks, calling for international
partnerships in training and research (Greinacher et al., 2019; Vagni et al., 2020). Limitations include
the small, all-male sample, which may restrict generalisability and overlook gender-specific
experiences, as women often report higher STS but also greater PTG (Greinacher et al., 2019). The
qualitative approach provides depth but limits causal inferences, and potential self-selection bias
towards resilient participants warrants caution.

CONCLUSION

This study examined the lived experiences of secondary traumatic stress among Disaster Risk
Reduction and Management Office first responders in Olongapo City. Through in-depth interviews
with five participants, the researchers identified four major themes including triggering experience,
impact of trauma exposure, coping experience, and reflection of personal identity. The findings
reveal the complex emotional, psychological, and physical responses of responders to repeated
trauma within a high-risk environment. Adaptive coping strategies, such as social support and
emotional expression, promoted resilience, while maladaptive strategies, such as emotional
suppression, intensified distress. Despite these challenges, participants demonstrated commitment,
personal growth, and a renewed sense of purpose. This highlights both the risks and the potential
for resilience inherent in frontline disaster response.

A significant strength of this research is its phenomenological depth, which provides a detailed
exploration of a distinct occupational group often overlooked in global trauma literature. By focusing
on the Philippine context, where disaster exposure is chronic and resource constraints are prevalent,
the study offers unique insights into how first responders navigate the transition from acute distress
towards meaning-making and professional growth.

However, the study is limited by its small sample size and its focus on an all-male participant group,
which may restrict the generalisability of the findings. The reliance on self-selection might also mean
the data reflects those who are more comfortable discussing their well-being, potentially
overlooking the experiences of those with more severe symptoms of secondary traumatic stress.

Future studies should include a more diverse participant pool representing varying levels of
secondary traumatic stress to generate more comprehensive insights. It is also necessary to examine
the specific role of training in managing trauma-related stress. Investigating the types of training
received and how this influences field-based resilience would be beneficial for developing evidence-
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based support programmes. Furthermore, future research should examine sex-based differences, as
this may reveal distinct emotional responses and coping mechanisms between male and female
responders, thereby offering insights for sex-sensitive interventions.
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