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ABSTRACT

Background: There are numerous reports that those involved in disaster response and recovery
are at-risk of developing post-traumatic stress disorder, acute stress reaction, or secondary
traumatic stress. There are few reports of research concerning the experiences of post-disaster
field research interviewers. During the period 2009—2014, post-bushfire research interviews
were conducted with residents affected by seven major bushfire events in four Australian states.
This report describes findings from follow-up surveys of those who conducted five of these post-
bushfire research interview studies. The aim was to investigate (a) the nature of their
experiences; and (b) their perceptions of the adequacy of the training and preparation for the
work.

Method: Sixty-five post-bushfire research interviewers were contacted and invited to take part
in an interview or complete a survey questionnaire about their post-bushfire research
experiences. Thirty-three researchers (51%) provided 38 responses: one researcher described
experiences on each of three deployments, three researchers described their experiences on
each of two deployments.

Results: Of the 38 responses, 9 (24%) described no stress symptoms associated with the
interviews; 26 (68%) described little to mild levels of stress symptoms; 3 (8%) reported moderate
levels of stress symptoms. Twenty three researchers (64%) reported that their experiences
overall were positive. Reports about training and preparation were mostly positive.
Conclusions: Interviewing residents affected by future disaster events will be psychologically
impactful for many who conduct post-disaster field research. For the majority, the experience
will probably have some distressing elements, but will be viewed positively overall. A small
percentage will experience moderate levels of secondary stress, especially if the event involved
multiple fatalities, but this will be relatively transient. The approach to training and preparation
used for the post-bushfire field interviews is probably adequate, but needs to be evaluated more
rigorously.

1. INTRODUCTION

There is an extensive literature about the psychological effects of disasters on those impacted
directly by disaster events. Studies covering a range of disasters (natural, human-caused, and
technological) and communities (both developed and developing) have reported high levels of
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depressive disorders, and substance abuse or
dependency among survivors (reviews include those by: McNally, 2003; Nemeroff, Bremner,
Foa, Mayberg, North, & Stein, 2006; Neria, Nandi, & Galea, 2008; Norris, Friedman, Watson,
Byrne, Diaz, & Kaniasty, 2002). There is also a considerable literature about adverse
psychological impacts on those who respond to disasters: police, fire and other rescue workers;
emergency and other medical personnel; relief and aid workers; and others involved in post-
disaster recovery endeavours (see, for example: Alexander & Klein, 2009; Argentero & Setti,
2011; Bills et al., 2008; Centers For Disease Control, 2006; Cukor et al., 2011; Fullerton, Ursano,
& Wang, 2006; Galea, Nandi, & Vlahov, 2005; Neria et al., 2008; North et al. 2002; Ozen & Sir,
2004; Palm, Polusny, & Follette, 2004). This literature also implies that many researchers have
been involved in collecting data from survivors, responders, and relief and recovery workers in
the aftermath of disasters. However, there is little by way of published studies about
psychological effects of conducting post-disaster research on those who undertake this
research. Greenall and Marselle (2007) described their experiences as researchers conducting
interviews with survivors of the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Centre
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(WTC) in New York, as part of an engineering project investigating evacuation from the WTC
following the attacks (for information about that project, see Galea, Lawrence, Blake, Dixon &
Westeng, 2007).

When exposed to the traumatic experiences of our participants we sometimes found
ourselves psychologically affected by what we were researching...we had tears in our
eyes and almost had to halt some interviews for our own benefit, let alone the
participant’s...this is known as vicarious traumatisation: the psychological process of
becoming traumatised as a consequence of empathic engagement with survivors and
their traumatic stories...we found ourselves re-experiencing 9/11 through recurrent
recollections of survivor’s stories, and they even formed the basis of occasional
nightmares...we experienced feelings of detachment and estrangement..we
experienced feelings of dissociation from the normal world...one of our team withdrew
from social interaction... (p. 545)

van Zijll de Jong et al. (2011) described the work of a research team conducting social impact
assessments following the 2009 South Pacific tsunami and noted the importance of researcher
debriefing and opportunities to acknowledge their distress. Lund (2012) discussed how crisis-
related research, such as post-tsunami recovery and displacement due to civil war, can generate
strong emotions in researchers and how these emotions can impact on the research endeavour.
Eriksen and Ditrich (2015) proposed that mindfulness can contribute positively to the wellbeing
of trauma-exposed disaster researchers. Dominey-Howes (2015) published a personal reflection
on the emotional trauma of conducting post-disaster research and offered suggestions on
managing researcher trauma. What seems to be lacking are reports of systematic research
investigating the experiences of post-disaster researchers which can (a) permit comparisons
with findings from research involving other trauma workers, and (b) provide evidence-based
guidance for those involved in the planning, management, and conduct of post-disaster
research. The study described in this report makes a contribution to remedying this lack.

While there appears to be a dearth of systematic research concerning the impacts of post-
disaster research on researchers, several studies have reported adverse psychological effects
associated with researchers obtaining and analysing information from individuals about
distressing personal experiences such as violence, rape, child abuse, sexual abuse, torture and
other particularly sensitive topics, for example: Bahn (2012); Bloor, Fincham, and Sampson
(2010); Coles, Astbury, Dartnall and Limjerwala (2014); Coles and Mudaly (2010); Dickson Swift,
James, Kippen, and Liamputtong (2008); Dickson Swift, James, Kippen, and Liamputtong (2009);
Mazzetti (2013); Wilkes, Cummings, and Haigh (2014); and Woodby, Williams, Wittich, and
Burgio (2011). Several of these authors noted that research supervisors and administrators may
not always take into account possible negative psychological effects on researchers undertaking
research of this nature, and may fail to adequately prepare researchers for the task or support
them during and after the research endeavour?®.

In this report we first discuss conceptual explanations of how those who conduct trauma-related
research—including post-disaster interview-based research—can experience negative
psychological reactions; we then describe findings from a retrospective study of researchers
who conducted post-bushfire field interviews with residents impacted by serious bushfire
events in four Australian states over the period 2009-2014.

It has long been recognised that some people who survive a life-threatening event (such as a
disaster) unscathed physically may experience subsequent severe psychological difficulties (see
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Gersons & Carlier, 1992; Jones et al. 2003; McNally, 2003; Shay, 1991). In 1980 the American
Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-III) revision
task force included a new diagnostic category of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) in DSM-
Ill, which defined PTSD as a syndrome arising in response to “...a stressor that would evoke
symptoms of distress in almost everyone” (American Psychiatric Association, 1980, p. 238). The
diagnosis incorporated three syndrome clusters: recurrent, intrusive thoughts about the
traumatic event; trauma-related nightmares; and flashbacks to the traumatic event.
Subsequently, the concept of PTSD was elaborated: the DSM-IV included a definition of
traumatic exposure which expanded the description of a traumatic stressor in which exposure
meant that “...the person experienced, witnessed, or was confronted with an event or events
that involved actual or threatened death or serious injury, or a threat to the physical integrity of
self or others” (American Psychiatric Association, 1994, p. 427). This expanded description
implied that an individual who observes or learns about another person’s traumatic experiences
may be at risk of developing PTSD-related difficulties. Subsequently, the criteria for diagnosing
PTSD were modified further to include repeated exposure to aversive details of the traumatic
event or events (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). A diagnosis of PTSD requires that the
symptom be present for a month or more. An individual who experiences a traumatic stressor
and exhibits symptoms of PTSD for a minimum of three days and a maximum of four weeks,
within four weeks of the traumatic event, may be diagnosed as having Acute Stress Disorder
(ASD, American Psychiatric Association, 2013).

Several authors contributed to a developing appreciation that those whose work involved
observing or interacting with victims of traumatic events such as disasters, violent crimes,
bereavement, loss and severe deprivation, were potentially at risk of experiencing psychological
harm. Raphael (1986) emphasised that first-responders to disaster events were at risk of
emotional damage. McCann and Pearlman (1990) proposed the concept of vicarious
traumatization to describe the accumulation of memories of clients’ traumatic material by
therapists, and the consequent negative effects on therapists’ world-views. Figley (1995)
identified the potential for those who treat traumatised patients or clients to experience
secondary traumatic stress.

In their review of potential hazards facing disaster and trauma workers, Palm et al. (2004) noted
that several terms have been used to describe the adverse psychological effects often reported
by these workers, most commonly: vicarious traumatisation and secondary traumatisation.
Several authors have observed that the terms ‘vicarious traumatisation’ and ‘secondary
traumatisation’ are often—incorrectly—used interchangeably (e.g., Collins & Long, 2003;
Dunkley & Whelan, 2013; Elwood, Mott, Lohr, & Galovski, 2011; Newell & MacNeil, 2010).

McCann and Pearlman (1990) developed their concept of vicarious traumatisation, within a
social-constructivist theoretical framework (Mahoney & Lyddon, 1988), in order to understand
the distressing effects upon mental health professionals of working with traumatised clients—
survivors of sexual abuse, incest and violence. They described vicarious traumatisation as: “...the
transformation in the inner experience of the therapist that comes about as a result of
empathetic engagement with clients’ trauma material” (p. 145). These changes in experiences
are understood to be associated with alterations in therapists’ cognitive schemas: vicarious
traumatisation is said to occur “..when a clinician’s beliefs about safety, power, esteem,
intimacy, and/or frame of reference become increasingly negative as a result of being exposed
to a client’s traumatic experiences” (Elwood et al., 2011).

The concept of secondary traumatic stress was defined by Figley (1995) as “...the natural,
consequent behaviors and emotions resulting from knowledge about a traumatizing event
experienced by a significant other...” (p. 7). The negative effects of this secondary, or indirect,
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exposure to a traumatic event resemble closely the effects of primary, or direct, exposure “...
with the difference being that exposure to a traumatizing event experienced by one person
becomes the traumatizing event for a second person” (Bride, Robinson, Yegidis, & Figley, 2004,
p. 27).

Jenkins and Baird (2002) noted that while both secondary traumatic stress (STS) and vicarious
traumatic stress (VTS) resulted from contact with traumatised others, and both are associated
with PTSD-like symptoms, they differed in four ways:

(1) STS emphasised symptomatology, while VTS emphasised theory-based self-perceived changes in
cognitions.

(2) STS focused on symptoms as observable reactions; while VTS focused on inferred changes in
belief systems.

(3) STS accommodated a range of populations including medical emergency first responders, police,
disaster rescue workers, and trauma workers generally; while VTS focused on mental health
professionals providing therapeutic services to traumatised clients.

(4) STS could result from a single severe exposure, while VTS resulted from cumulative exposure
over time.

While the concept of VTS seems to have undergone some revision, and there has been an
expansion in populations studied (e.g., Byrne, Lerias, & Sullivan 2006; Sabin-Farrell & Turpin,
2003) the focus of attention has remained on inferred changes in world views, belief systems,
and cognitive schemas. STS has continued to focus on observable PTSD-like symptoms of distress
(Elwood et al., 2011)2

The purpose of the post-bushfire interviews, which were the stimulus for this report, was to
elicit factual information from affected residents about issues related to householder bushfire
safety, such as pre-bushfire risk perceptions, planning and preparations; actions on the day of
the fire; and safety-related incidents and outcomes (more information about the interviews is
provided below). Interviewers did not inquire about mental-health related issues, such as
residents’ post-traumatic stress. Further, interviewers were specifically instructed that they
were not to engage in counselling with residents, and that ‘helping’ should be limited to
providing interviewees with written information which listed contact details for sources of
personal, medical and material assistance. Finally, the focus of the present study was on the
wellbeing of the interviewers--whether they experienced distress in the course of conducting,
and following, their interviews with residents affected by serious bushfire events--not on their
world-views or beliefs. Accordingly, we chose to use secondary traumatisation (rather than
vicarious traumatisation) as the conceptual framework for the research?.

Residents of many areas of Australia are at high risk from bushfires (generally called ‘wildfires’
in North America and ‘forest fires’ in Europe). Over the period 1900 —2011, 260 major bushfires
in Australia are known to have claimed 825 lives (Blanchi, Leonard, Haynes, Opie, James, & de
Oliveira, 2014). Because of the large geographical areas for which they are responsible, and low
population densities outside capital cities and major regional centres, Australian rural fire
agencies face challenges in responding so as to protect residents when fire threatens. This is
especially so for fast moving bushfires under extreme fire danger weather conditions—high
temperatures, low relative humidities, and strong winds (McLennan & Birch, 2005; McRae &
Sharples, 2011).
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Following disastrous bushfires in Victoria on 7 February 2009 —in which 172 civilians died and
more than 2000 homes were destroyed-- the Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre* (BCRC)
established a bushfires research task force to investigate aspects of the fires. An important
component of the task force’s work was to conduct interviews with householders impacted by
fires in eight locations identified by authorities as the worst-affected fire areas in terms of
fatalities and house losses. Researchers visited properties and interviewed residents about their
pre-bushfire risk perceptions, plans and preparations; warnings received on the day of the fire;
and actions on the day. The findings are reported in McLennan, Elliott, Omodei and Whittaker
(2013) and Whittaker, McLennan, Elliott, Gilbert, Handmer, Haynes, and Cowlishaw (2009).

Following this initial study, the BCRC undertook five further post-bushfire interview studies
(twice in Western Australia--WA--in 2011, and twice in New South Wales—NSW--in 2013; and
once in Tasmania in 2013), while the Bushfire and Natural Hazards Cooperative Research Centre®
(BNHCRC) undertook a study in WA in 2014 (the seven fire events studied are summarised in
Table 2). Each study was carried out by a university department which obtained ethics
committee approval for the research. Across all the studies most participants were interviewed
at their properties, following publicity in local media about the study. Because of the damage to
local infrastructure and the numbers of displaced residents it was not possible to recruit random
samples of households. However, those interviewed represented a range of property locations
and types, household compositions, and fire outcomes—where homes had survived intact, been
damaged, or destroyed. Interviews were conducted at properties in or adjacent to the more
severely-burned areas, where residents were present on those days on which interview teams
were in the local area. Leaflets were left at properties where residents were absent inviting them
to contact the research administrator and arrange for an interview—either by telephone or in
person at an agreed time and location. Almost all those approached agreed to be interviewed,;
there were very few refusals and these were due mostly to residents not being available to be
interviewed at that time.

Each study used a semi-structured interview methodology. The interview guides used in each
instance were similar in overall format and content, although they differed in matters of detail
according to (a) the specific natures of the fires and the affected communities; and (b) the
community safety issues identified by the fire agency as priorities for inquiry (for an example,
see Appendix A). Interviews were audio-recorded. For the 2009 Victorian study and the first
study in WA (McLennan, Dunlop, Kelly, & Elliott, 2011), all interviews were transcribed and
content-analysed using the NVivo (QSR International, Melbourne Australia) text management
software tool. In the remaining five studies, interview content summary checklists were
completed by members of two-person interview teams during the course of each interview, and
checked for completeness and agreement by the team following each interview), and a sample
of interviews was transcribed and content-analysed. This change was made to save time and
reduce cost. There is no evidence that the change degraded the quality of information obtained
from households. For each of the seven studies, a report was prepared for the relevant fire
agency (Boylan, Cheek, Skinner, 2013; Heath, Nulson, Dunlop, Clark, Burgelt, & Morrison, 2011;
Mackie, McLennan, & Wright, 2013; McLennan et al., 2011; McLennan, 2014; McLennan, Elliott,
& Omodei, 2011; McLennan, Wright, & Birch, 2013) and full details of the procedures followed
in each study are described in these reports. McLennan, Paton and Wright (2015) analysed the
major community bushfire safety-related findings and trends across all seven studies.

For the 2009 Victorian bushfires deployments, researchers travelled to properties accompanied
by fire agency staff, who undertook building damage and fire behaviour assessments, but most
interviews were conducted by the researcher alone. For the second 2011 WA (Perth Hills) fire
and the 2013 Tasmanian fire, interviews were conducted by pairs of researchers. For the other
four deployments, each research interviewer was accompanied by a fire agency staff member.
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For all seven studies, health and safety issues for the research interviewers were a high priority
for chief investigators and research managers. Those recruited as field researchers were
expected to have previous interviewing experience, preferably about sensitive topics. Before
going into the field, research teams were briefed about the bushfire event by a fire agency staff
member. Team members undertook training in interview procedures, were instructed on their
legal and ethical responsibilities, and were briefed on relevant occupational health and safety
issues associated with being in a bushfire-affected area. Team members were reminded of the
possibility that some interviews could be stressful, were advised about ways to manage these,
and were provided with written information about stress management and self-care during the
deployment and afterwards (for an example, see Appendix B). Throughout the course of each
deployment, research managers ensured provision of personal and material support for their
research teams.

There is widespread agreement among researchers and emergency services personnel that
ongoing changes in climate and human settlement patterns in Australia may increase the
probability of natural disasters in the future (for example, Hennessy, Lucas, Nicholls, Bathols,
Suppiah, & Ricketts, 2006/2013; Wasko & Sharma, 2015). The Bushfire and Natural Hazards
Cooperative Research Centre (BNHCRC) may thus be asked to respond to future requests from
emergency services agencies for researchers to go into the field to interview survivors about
their experiences quite soon after disaster events such as bushfires, floods, storms and cyclones.

There was anecdotal evidence that some of the post-bushfire research interviewers involved in
the studies described above may have experienced distress during some of the deployments. It
was therefore deemed necessary to investigate in a systematic manner the experiences of those
involved in the program of post-bushfire interviews 2009-2014 in order to ensure that future
post-disaster field research interviewers are suitably prepared for their tasks.

The aim of the present study was to investigate: (a) the nature of any stress-related experiences
of the 2009 — 2014 BCRC and BNHCRC post-bushfire research interviewers: (i) characteristics of
stressful interviews, (ii) how any stress was managed, (iii) how often any symptoms of stress
were experienced up to a week following the deployment, (iv) whether any symptoms were
experienced a month after the deployment; and (b) how well prepared research interviewers
believed they had been for their work.

2. METHOD

The BCRC and BNHCRC office had email contact details of the research interviewers for five of
the seven post-bushfire interview studies conducted: in NSW, Tasmania, Victoria, and WA in
2014. All were contacted. Of the 65 research interviewers, 33 responded (a 51% response rate),
providing 38 responses (one researcher described three deployments, three researchers each
described two deployments). The demographic characteristics of those who participated in the
retrospective study of post-bushfire field researchers are summarised in Table 1: 20 (61%) were
females and 13 (39%) were males. Their mean age at the time of first deployment was 43.4 years
(SD = 14.33 years). Nineteen (57%) had a postgraduate qualification, 13 (39%) had an
undergraduate degree, one had a diploma. The majority (22, 66%) had backgrounds in
behavioural or social science. The majority (24, 73%) were university employees, nine (27%)
were postgraduate students.
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A gquestionnaire was constructed in two formats, with identical question content: as an interview
protocol suitable for use in both face-to-face and telephone interview settings; and as a self-
administered survey-type questionnaire. A copy of the self-administered questionnaire is at
Appendix C.

The questionnaire comprised 14 questions grouped in 9 sections:

e Demographic details of post-bushfire field researchers: gender; age; highest academic
qualifications and main study discipline; occupation, and previous interview training and
experience.

e The bushfire location; number of household interviews conducted by the researcher; whether
any interviews were associated with negative emotions; the nature of the most negatively
impactful interview (if any).

e The threat-level experienced by the interviewee during the fire as described in the most
negatively impactful interview (if applicable).

e Features of that interview (if applicable): losses described; impact on the interviewee’s world-
view; emotions experienced by the interviewee; the researcher’s emotions associated with the
interview; any stress-reactions experienced by the researcher associated with the interview; how
the researcher managed these reactions—during the interview, and subsequently.

e How well the study organisers had prepared the researcher.

e A 20-item self-report secondary stress measure (see below).

e Any of these 20 stress reactions experienced a month or more after the interviews?

e Any lasting effects of the interviewing experience on the researcher?

e Any additional comments about the researcher’s post-bushfire field interview experiences and
prior preparation.

A 20-item self-report measure of post-bushfire researcher secondary stress symptoms was
constructed. Seventeen of the 20 items are based on the Secondary Traumatic Stress Scale
(STSS; Bride, Robinson, Yegidis & Figley, 2004). The use of the STSS as a measure of secondary
traumatic stress in a range of studies of trauma workers was noted by Elwood et al. (2011) in
their review of secondary and vicarious stress measures. Salstom and Figley (2003) commented
favourably on the psychometric properties of the STSS. The 17 items of the STSS comprise three
sub-scales, corresponding to the three PTSD symptom clusters identified in DSM IV: Intrusion,
Avoidance, and Arousal. Some items were modified slightly to take into account that the
interviews were with bushfire affected residents and did not have a therapeutic focus.

Two additional items are from the depression sub-scale of the Depression, Anxiety and Stress
Scale (DASS; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). These were included because previous informal
accounts from some post-bushfire research interviewers suggested they may have experienced
mild and transient symptoms of dysphoria (a state of unease or generalized dissatisfaction with
life) and anhedonia (inability to feel pleasure in normally pleasurable activities) during their
deployment. One additional item is from the Acute Stress Disorder Scale (ASDS; Bryant, Moulds
& Guthrie, 2000). This was included because previous informal accounts from some interviewers
suggested they might have experienced mild and transient symptoms of de-realization (a feeling
that one's surroundings are not real) following their return from a deployment.

The instructions for completing the measure were: “The following is a list of negative
experiences. Did you experience any of the following during your time in the bushfire affected
area and up to a week dafter the interviews?” All 20 items are answered on a five-point scale as
proposed by Bride et al. (2004): 1 = No, | never experienced this; 2 = Once or twice; 3 = On several
occasions; 4 = Often; 5 = A lot-almost every day. Total secondary stress scores could thus range
from 20 to 100, with a score of 20 meaning that no secondary stress symptoms were reported.
All the items are shown in Table 4. The internal consistency reliability (Cronbach’s alpha)
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coefficient was high (a=.91; N = 33), with the item “I expected something bad to happen in my
life” deleted because no researchers reported this symptom (see Table 4).

Approval for the study was obtained from the La Trobe University Human Ethics Committee. As
indicated previously, the BCRC and BNHCRC offices had contact details of those research
interviewers who participated in five of the seven studies (see Table 2). With the exception of
those who had conducted interviews following the 2009 Victorian bushfires, researchers were
contacted by the BCRC or BNHCRC office, by email, between two and three months after their
post-bushfire deployment. The researchers who had conducted interviews in February and
March 2009 following the 7 February 2009 Victorian bushfires were contacted by email in April
2014. The email messages invited the researchers to participate in a follow-up survey, provided
a Participant Information Statement describing the study, and requested interested individuals
to contact a research assistant via an email address.

Participants contacted the research assistant, who either conducted an interview (face-to-face
or via telephone) or sent a questionnaire as an email attachment for return via email or by
post—as noted previously, both the interview protocol and the questionnaire were identical in
guestion content. The research assistant de-identified all material provided by participants to
protect their anonymity during subsequent analyses of responses. Approximately three weeks
after the initial invitation, the BCRC or BNHCRC office sent a reminder email to all research
interviewers involved in the particular deployment thanking those who had responded and
reminding those who had not done so to contact the research assistant. There was no further
follow-up. Of the 38 responses provided by the 33 researchers, 32 were survey questionnaires
and six involved interviews: two face-to-face, four via telephone. The interviews took between
30 minutes and 45 minutes.

Table 1: Demographic characteristics of the interviewers (N = 33)

Characteristic
Age® Mean = 43.4 years
SD =13.33 years
Frequency Percent
Gender Male 13 39%
Female 20 61%
Highest qualification
Doctoral degree 14 42%
Masters degree 5 15%
Four-year degree 12 36%
Three-year degree 1 3%
Diploma 1 3%
Discipline
Psychology 12 36%
Social Science 10 30%
Medicine/Nursing/Health 5 15%
Science
Environmental Science 2 6%
Other 4 12%
Employment
Academic staff 15 45%
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Research staff 6 18%
Research Assistant 2 6%
PG student 9 27%
University administration 1 3%
Previous interviewing
experience®
Research interviewing 24 71%
Interviewing about sensitive | 20 59%
issues
Counselling 12 35%

2@ age at time of first post-bushfire interview deployment
b participants could report more than one type of previous interviewing experience

Quantitative data from the returns were analysed using the IBM-SPSS Version 21 statistical
analysis software tool (IBM-SPSS, Armonk, New York, US). Because of rounding to integers, some
percentages in the tables may not sum to 100%. The findings from the quantitative analyses are
reported in sub-sections 3.2 to 3.7 of the Results. Written responses provide by participants
were analysed for content. Themes are summarised in sub-section 3.9 and the responses are in
Table 7.

3. RESULTS

The results are presented in sub-sections 3.2 to 3.9. The contents of each are listed below. These
are in the same order in which the corresponding questions were presented during the
interviews and survey questionnaire (Appendix C):

3.2 Respondents and response rates.

3.3 Fire events and interviews conducted.

3.4 Features of emotionally stressful interviews.

3.5 Managing reactions to emotionally stressful interviews.

3.6 Secondary stress symptoms reported.

3.7 Secondary stress symptoms reported by researchers one month after post-bushfire
interviews.

3.8 Comparison with other reports of secondary stress.

3.9 Researchers’ accounts of their experiences and their training and preparation.

Some quotations from researchers have been incorporated to illustrate particular issues. All the
written or transcribed comments made by researchers are shown in Table 7.

Contact details were available for 65 research interviewers who had participated in one or more
of the five post-bushfire studies listed in Table 2. A total of 38 responses were received from 33
researchers, an overall response rate based on individuals of 33/65 = 51%. One researcher
provided three responses; three researchers each provided two responses. This corresponds to
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a response rate based on invitations to participate across the five deployments of 38/70 = 54%
(see Table 2). Of the 38 responses, 6 were in the form of interviews and 32 were questionnaire
returns. No differences in overall patterns of responses between the two formats were evident.

Table 2 summarises the bushfire events studied 2009-2014. The bushfires which occurred in
Victoria on 7 February 2009 stand out as being the most severe of the five fire events in relation
to deaths and property losses, and it might be expected that researchers who conducted
interviews following those fires were more likely to experience higher levels of stress compared
with researchers who conducted interviews following the other four fire events. Across all five
studies, a total of 1,265 interviews were conducted by researchers. The average number of
interviews conducted per researcher across the five studies was 18. The number of interviews
conducted by researchers for any given study ranged from 5 to 54.

Table 2: Post-bushfire household interviews summary: dates, localities and fires; areas and
properties; interviews conducted, interviewer responses and response rates across each of
the five studies.

Studies, Localities & Fires

Areas & properties

(Interviews),
Interviewer
Responses/
Interviewers
(study response
rate %)

1. 7 February 2009 - Black Saturday-
Victoria: Beechworth, Bendigo, Bunyip,
Churchill, Horsham, Kilmore East,
Murrindindi, Narre Warren. Fire Danger
Rating: Extreme. 172 civilian fatalities;
2000+ homes destroyed; 59 business
premises destroyed

Many areas: mostly rural farming;
small rural towns; large ‘lifestyle’
properties; some standard sized
(~0.1 ha) properties on bushland-
residential fringes

(496 interviews);
9/12 (75%)

2. 3-4 January 2013, South-eastern
Tasmania: Boomer Bay; Connelly’s
Marsh; Copping, Dunalley; Eaglehawk
Neck; Forcett; Primrose Sands; Taranna.
Fire Danger Rating Severe-Catastrophic;
193 homes and significant infrastructure
buildings destroyed

Many areas: rural farming; small
rural towns; large ‘lifestyle’
properties; standard sized (~0.1 ha)
properties on bushland-residential
fringes; coastal resort hamlets;
weekend ‘shacks’; commercial
premises.

(245 interviews);
17/30 (57%)

3. 8-18 January 2013, NSW:
Coonabarabran; Yass; Shoalhaven region
(Sussex Inlet). Fire Danger Ratings
Extreme-Catastrophic; 53 homes
destroyed and many thousands of stock
killed

Many areas: mostly rural farming;
rural towns; large ‘lifestyle
properties; some standard sized
(~0.1 ha) properties on bushland-
residential fringes; some
commercial premises.

(238 interviews);
7/12 (58%)

4. 13-23 October 2013, NSW: greater
Blue Mountains Port Stephens;
Wingecarribee Shire (Bargo). Fire Danger
Ratings Extreme-Catastrophic; 221 homes
destroyed

Many areas: rural farming; rural
towns; many large ‘lifestyle
properties; many standard sized
(~0.1 ha) properties on bushland-
residential fringes; some
agribusiness premises

(194 interviews);
4°/12 (33%)
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5. 12 January 2014, WA: Perth Hills - A semi-rural area: large ‘lifestyle’ (91 interviews);
Parkerville, Stoneville, Mt. Helena. Fire properties and standard sized (~0.1 | 1° /4 (25%)
Danger Rating Extreme; 57 homes ha) properties on bushland-
destroyed residential fringes
TOTAL (1264 interviews);
389/70
(54%) ©

@ Note that no civilian fatalities were reported for any of the fires listed (2 — 5) subsequent to the 7
February 2009 Black Saturday Victorian fires.

b Three other interviewers reported having nothing to add to previous responses.

¢ One other interviewer reported having nothing to add to a previous response.

4 The 38 responses were provided by 33 interviewers.

¢ The total number of individual interviewers contacted was 65, the overall interviewer response rate was
thus 33/65=51%

Twenty of the 38 responses described emotionally stressful interviews; 18 researchers
responded: one researcher described three interviews, one from each of three deployments.
Characteristics of these stressful interviews are summarised in Table 3. In 12 (60%) of these
interviews, the resident described surviving a level of threat to life which was either “Extreme”
(n =9, 45%: odds were about even for surviving vs perishing) or “Severe” (n = 3, 15%: any
significant worsening of the situation might well have lead to death or serious injury), based on
an ordinal seven-level bushfire threat to life severity scale proposed by McLennan and Elliott
(2011), a copy is in Appendix C. In seven (35%) of these interviews, the resident reported the
death of either a family member (n = 2, 10%) or a friend/neighbour (n = 5, 25%)—all these
reports were from researchers who conducted interviews following the 2009 Victorian
bushfires. In 13 of the 20 interviews (65%) the resident reported the loss of the family home.
For some researchers, it was not only interviews which were stressful, but also the
environmental context in which they were conducted:

| was not really prepared for suddenly being in the midst of the almost total destruction;
with the smells of dead animals, cracked septic tanks, rotting food in refrigerators and
freezers in burned houses; heat, fine grit in the eyes at the slightest puff of wind; totally
blackened and bare landscapes; interviewing people who had lost home, neighbours,
family members, animals; surrounded by Coroner’s Office tapes around properties
where bodies had been located and removed by police. (2009 Victorian bushfires,
researcher #001)

For other researchers it was not so much particular interviews proving difficult, but the
cumulative impact of interviews:

No single interview. There was cumulative fatigue from the combined interviewing
experiences over several days. (2009 Victorian bushfires, researcher #003)

From researchers’ perspectives, in nine interviews (45%) the effect of the fire on the residents’
world-view was that the world was seen as “unfair”, in another nine the impact was that the
world was seen as “random and unpredictable”.
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So many interviews. The sense that their whole world had changed, and the desolation
and loss of hope they experienced. The randomness of the losses, and the small
differences between living and dying. (2009 Victorian bushfires, researcher #009)

The three most frequent resident emotional reactions evident during the interview were
reported to be: “sorrow” (14, 70%); “grief” (13, 65%); and “anger” (10, 50%).

The most frequently reported feelings experienced by researchers during the interview were
“sadness” (14, 70%) and “powerlessness” (8, 40%). The most frequent reactions during the
interview reported by researchers were “sadness” (11, 55%) and “holding back tears” (8, 40%).

Overall, the interviews raised feelings of sadness at the impacts on households, the
community, the loss of bushland and especially the loss of animals and wildlife. (2013
Tasmanian bushfire, researcher #26)

Table 3 summarises how researchers managed their reactions to the stressful interviews. The
most frequent methods of managing negative emotional experiences during an interview were
(a) to concentrate on the interviewer role and focus on listening (15, 75%), and (b) try to show
understanding to the resident (11, 55%).

Following the stressful interview, “talking about it” was the most frequently reported method
used by researchers to manage their negative reactions: with a fellow-researcher (16, 80%); with
a family member by phone (7, 35%); with the research leader (3, 15%). Engaging in physical
exercise was the reported way of managing for six researchers (30%). Other ways of managing
reported were: a period of social withdrawal (5, 25%); and drinking more alcohol than usual (4,
25%). Researchers’ ways of managing after the deployment concluded followed a similar
pattern. Talking was the most frequent method: with family (16, 80%); with a colleague (6, 30%);
with a supervisor (1, 5%). No one reported seeking help from a professional counsellor. Six (30%)
researchers used physical activity, while four (20%) immersed themselves in work, and three
(15%) drank more alcohol than usual.

Table 3: Features of interviews which researchers reported as notably emotionally
distressing and how they managed these

Table 3: Features of Frequency Percent
interviews which
interviewers reported as
emotionally distressing
and how researchers
managed their reactions
(N = 20) Primary Features
Level of threat described
by the interviewee

7 — Extreme 9 45%
6 — Severe 3 15%
5 —Serious 1 5%
4 - Significant 3 15%
3 — Moderate 2 10%
2—-Low 1 5%
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the interviewee

1 — Minimal 0 --
0 —None 1 5%

Loss described by the

interviewee?
Family member 2 10%
Friends/neighbours 5 25%
House 13 65%
Pet 8 40%
Valuables 12 60%
Memorabilia 13 65%
Financial/economic 13 65%
Community 8 40%
Future 8 40%

Apparent impact on the

interviewee’s view of

his/her world”
Hostile 1 5%
Unfair 9 45%
Uncaring 4 20%
Indifferent 1 5%
Random/unpredictable 9 45%

Interviewee’s evident

emotions*
Grief 13 65%
Sorrow 14 70%
Guilt 6 30%
Anger 10 50%
Resignation 8 40%

Researcher’s feelings

during the interview®
Helplessness 5 25%
Powerlessness 8 40%
Futility 4 20%
Sadness 14 70%
Frustration 1 5%

Researcher’s reactions to

the interview*
Upset 5 25%
Holding back tears 8 40%
Sadness 11 55%
Anger 4 20%
Despair 1 5%
Helplessness 1 5%
Over-empathising 6 30%

Researcher management

of negative experiences

during the interview®
Concentrated on role, 15 75%
focussed on listening
Tried to re-assure/comfort 9 45%
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Tried to show understanding | 11 55%
Tried to ignore/suppress 3 15%
negative feelings

Iresearcher’s management

of negative reactions after

the interview®
Went off by self to be alone 5 25%
Talked with a peer 16 80%
Talked with a leader 3 15%
Talked with a family member | 7 35%
Drank more alcohol than 4 25%
usual
Engaged in physical activity 6 30%

Researcher’s management

of negative reactions a

week after the interview®
Talked with a family member | 16 80%
Talked with a colleague 6 30%
Talked with a supervisor 1 5%
Talked with a counsellor -- --
Drank more alcohol than 3 15%
usual
Engaged in physical activity 6 30%
Immersed myself in work 4 20%

“Note that interviewers could report more than one.

Table 4 lists the frequency with which each of the 20 symptoms of secondary stress was reported
by research interviewers in their 38 responses. Four symptoms were reported by more than 25%
of responders:

e | thought about some of the interviews when | didn’t intend to [Intrusion]: 58%

e Reminders of some of the interviews upset me [Intrusion]: 47%

e | thought that | did not want to do any more interviews like these [Avoidance]: 29%
e | avoided things that reminded me of some of the interviews [Avoidance]: 26%.

Dysphoria (I felt down-hearted and ‘blue’) was reported by 24% of responders. Anhedonia (I was
unable to become enthusiastic about anything) was reported by 10% of responders. De-
realisation (Things around me did not seem real) was reported by 8% of responders.

The 20-item secondary stress scale (SSS) totals could range from 20 (no symptoms) to 100. The
mean total score for the 38 responses was 26.5 (SD = 8.17). Figure 1 shows the distribution of
the 38 total scores as a histogram. The most frequent—or modal--SSS total score (24%) was 20,
that is, no symptoms. Five scores appear to be elevated relative to the remainder. These five
relatively elevated SSS totals were reported by four researchers (two were from the same
researcher). Two were associated with interviews following the 2009 Victorian ‘Black Saturday”
bushfires; two were associated with interviews following the January 2013 Tasmanian bushfire;
one was associated with interviews following the NSW October 2013 bushfires.