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Beyond Duty was a one-day summit for members of the first responder community and those interested 
in their welfare. It was Fortem Australia’s second annual summit; part of our mission to actively support 
improvements in the wellbeing of first responders and their families.

These women and men hold vital roles within our communities, however 
they are more than their jobs. They are people with partners, families, 
friends, hobbies, commitments, health and wellbeing needs. 

Research shows that we need to take a whole of person approach, 
recognising that both on-duty and off-duty elements play a role in the 
mental health and wellbeing of first responders.

Fortem values this holistic approach. We exist to support the mental 
health of first responders and their families through a model of care that 
prioritises connectedness to family, community, and colleagues, who 
each provide vital protective elements against the risk of suicide and 
mental health challenges.

Beyond Duty was an opportunity to investigate the question - what is the 
bigger picture in first responder wellbeing? That conversation ran over 
three online video sessions in September 2021. 

Twenty-one speakers delivered six hours of content to 1,402 live 
attendees on the day, with an additional 846 registered delegates able 
to access summit recordings. A total of 2,248 people via the live feed 
and video recordings, representing health and community services, 
universities, support and charitable organisations, first responder 
agencies, and family members.

The first responder community was seen and heard. 

Fortem Australia invites you to engage with this report and the many 
ideas, actions, and resources embedded in it, we are ready to be your 
partner in addressing the obvious needs highlighted. 

About Beyond Duty

This number of attendees is the sign of a very healthy forum, and one which is covering a topic that is of intense 
interest as Fortem builds the first responder wellbeing community.
- Graham Ashton, Board Chair, Fortem Australia
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From the outset, interest in Beyond Duty was strong and this was reflected in the number of people who took 
part, the breadth of the organisations and experiences represents in the audience, and the events national 
and international reach.

Twenty-one speakers delivered six hours of content to 1,402 live 
attendees on the day, with an additional 846 registered delegates able 
to access summit recordings. A total of 2,248 people via the live feed and 
video recordings.

The community who gathered around the live event, were especially 
engaged with 814 chat messages between different audience members 
and 111 questions submitted during speaker Q&A sessions. 

Representatives from every level of around 200 organisations took part, 
including police, fire, rescue, and ambulance services from every state 
and territory as well as Commonwealth agencies including Australian 
Border Force and Australian Federal Police.

Beyond Duty - who was in the audience?

Thank you

T O  O U R  S P E A K E R S
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We hope you feel challenged and inspired, as well as heard and seen, by what is presented today.
- Natasha Grabham, Director of Programs, Fortem Australia

Connection
The summit creates a stronger focus on the 
family unit and networks of first responder 
workers and volunteers, including both the 
impact of the work as well as the protective 
influence gained from strengthening these 
social bonds. The family is an important 
resource in supporting the mental fitness 
of first responders, and this needs greater 
consideration in the management of stress 
related strain and injury in the workplace.

Identity
We explore research and lived experience 
from industry leaders, the first responder 
community and health professionals, so that 
effective action points can be found toward the 
whole person approach to mental health and 
wellbeing in the first responder community. 
Many first responders attach their identity 
to their work, we look at healthy ways that can 
broaden this sense of identity in other parts of 
their life.

Wellbeing
The summit shines a light on the importance 
of the social, cultural and structural systems 
that support individuals’ mental wellbeing 
throughout all stages of their career and life. 
Our expert panel, including those with lived 
experience, share how first responders and the 
people around them, can take a whole person 
approach to building and maintaining the 
wellbeing of first responders and their families.

Aims of the Beyond Duty Summit

The three pillars of the Beyond Duty agenda
The Beyond Duty agenda was created with the aim of meeting three pillars:
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Wellbeing needs through the eyes of a first responder
Graham Ashton, Board Chair, Fortem Australia; former Chief Commissioner, Victoria Police
Dr Liz Sutton, Post Doctoral Research Fellow – SoPHIS and Research Officer - NHMRC ART Project, Faculty of Arts, Monash University
Facilitated by Ian Campbell, Marketing & Communications Manager, Fortem Australia 

Husband and wife team Graham and Liz discuss the impact of a demanding first responder career on partners and families, as well as the systemic 
changes required within the first responder community to ensure a greater focus on mental health and wellbeing.

• The demands on first responder partners include frequent 
relocations, career sacrifices, isolation, and additional emotional 
labour within the family.

• The partners and families of first responders require formalised 
support in order to manage those impacts, and reduce the pressure 
on the first responder.

• For first responders, having a supportive team of colleagues and 
a strong family or personal life are vital for maintaining mental 
wellbeing following traumatic incidents.

• The key ingredients for a healthy lifestyle for first responders, 
their partners and their families, includes balance, connection, 
professional support and maintaining personal interests.

• Over the coming decade, mental health and wellbeing will be the 
major issue in the first responder community. A shift is required for 
open conversations about mental health to occur, and to ensure that 
leaders are encouraging positive change on this issue.

• There is a major gap in support services for the partners, families and 
children of first responders. This is an important element of Fortem’s 
services and one which is gaining momentum and a vast amount 
of positive feedback.

First responder organisations could benefit from a formalised partner support network, which could act like 
a parental support network when families with children are involved.
- Dr Liz Sutton, Post Doctoral Research Fellow – SoPHIS and Research Officer - NHMRC ART Project, Faculty of Arts, Monash University

Insights: Session 1
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Insights: Session 1
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Holistically understanding occupational stress: Factors that reduce first responder burnout and stress risks 
Dr Sally Kelty, Psychologist, University of Canberra 

Dr Sally Kelty led the summit audience through a deep look at how first responders and their agencies can manage occupational stress. Traditionally, 
stress management is considered the responsibility of the individual, however it is now known that organisations need to play an active role 
in reducing and assisting with the effects of stress.

• Occupational stress is at epidemic levels, with one-fifth of all suicides 
in Australia directly linked with stress developed at work. First 
responders are among those at highest risk of occupational stress.

• When job stress is prolonged, it can lead to burnout or more serious 
psychological injuries such as PTSD or secondary stress.

• It is vital that first responders develop strategies to manage the 
effects of working in high stress environments. These strategies can 
include creating an enriching life outside of work, where they are able 
to do things that take their mind off the harsh realities of their job.

• First responder agencies need to foster a workplace where open 
conversations can be had when a worker needs time out or a change 
in their role. These conversations must be seen as positive, rather 
than something that makes people feel ashamed.

• The factors that can reduce the risk of occupational stress include:
 - thoughtful leadership that also includes assistance for managers 

who are supporting first responders,
 - effective workplace environments,
 - thorough risk analyses, and
 - profiling resilient team members.

There’s a lot of emphasis placed on getting the person well. But the person can only get well, and stay strong 
and resilient, if the agency is safe, fit for purpose, and a place where you can say that you need time out.
- Dr Sally Kelty, Psychologist, University of Canberra 

Insights: Session 1
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Insights: Session 1
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Research findings: Workplace culture, family and community
Dr David Lawrence, Principal Research Fellow, University of Western Australia 

Dr David Lawrence led the research team in ‘Answering the Call’, a partnership with Beyond Blue to analyse the mental health and wellbeing of people 
within the emergency services sector. He summarises the research findings to help audiences gain a stronger understanding of the mental health 
issues affecting this sector, and the action points that are helpful at individual, family and organisational levels.

• Emergency services staff and volunteers are in a higher risk group for 
developing mental health conditions, including depression, anxiety 
and PTSD, than most other professions.

• While being exposed to traumatic events increases that risk, the 
workplace culture and day-to-day organisational and team support 
can be either a risk factor or a protective element.

• Individuals can help look after their own mental health and wellbeing 
by practising healthy lifestyle habits and receiving high levels of social 
connection and support.

• Action points for emergency services organisations, to help improve 
mental health and wellbeing outcomes include:
 - allowing personnel time to recover after traumatic experiences,
 - continuing to improve mental health literacy, particularly for 

those in leadership positions who can be key contact points 
for identifying the early signs,

 - normalising help-seeking behaviours and conversations that 
reduce stigma, and

 - reducing the time between the development of symptoms and 
seeking help.

• Family members say they need more support, in order to assist the 
mental health and wellbeing of the first responder. They are asking 
for more information about how to help, and acknowledgement 
of the role that family members play.

When someone joins the emergency services, so does their family. But their family doesn’t have the same benefits or 
organisational support as the first responder.
– Dr David Lawrence, Principal Research Fellow, University of Western Australia

Insights: Session 2



10

Insights: Session 2



11

The lived experience of first responders and their families
Ben Watson, NSW Rural Fire Service Volunteer; Group Captain, The Hills District

Kate Lord, Owner and Personal Trainer, ABC Fitness; Wife of a first responder

Cameron Watts, Founder and Managing Director, Capital Integrity; Former Australian Federal Police Officer

Facilitated by Ian Campbell, Marketing & Communications Manager, Fortem Australia 

In this panel discussion, the focus turns to lived experiences of mental health. These stories add a layer of depth to the picture of mental health and 
wellbeing beyond the job, and they heighten the need for action. 

• Family members are well-placed to recognise early signs of a mental 
health condition, often before the first responder understands what 
is going on. Encouraging that early help can assist the first responder 
to recover.

• Volunteer fire services help to build and connect communities, 
however due to COVID-19 restrictions, the ability for volunteers and 
their families connecting is impacted. Moving from the Black Summer 
bushfires into the effects of the pandemic is overwhelming and has 
therefore created an additional burden on first responders, families 
and communities.

• When there is a lack of support at work, first responder partners 
may feel that they are completely responsible for helping with 
their partner’s mental health challenges. Further support from first 
responder agencies and external support services helps to reduce 
the impact on partners and families.

• It would be beneficial for first responder agencies to bridge the gap 
between work and home in order to provide partners and families 
with support.

• First responders and their family members would benefit from 
mental health literacy training, particularly to identify what mental 
health challengescan look like and how to deal with them.

We need to narrow the gap between home and workplaces. First responders are brilliant at putting up a facade 
at work, so it is at home that families recognise that issues are happening.
– Kate Lord, Wife of a first responder

Insights: Session 2
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Insights: Session 2
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Fighting for the person behind the uniform: Why first responders must work hard to stay well in the job
Dr Kristen Hamling, Trauma Psychologist, Wellbeing Aoteraroa 

First responders need to be well in order to perform their vital roles in our communities. Dr Kristen Hamling speaks with passion and energy about 
the stress that first responders experience on the job, and how they can keep well in order to be at their best at work and at home.

• Traditionally, researchers and mental health professionals have 
focused on treating conditions like PTSD, however the importance 
is now placed on prevention. In order to prevent mental health 
conditions, we need to understand that regular exposure to pain and 
suffering is negatively affecting first responders.

• Many first responders enter this sector in order to make a difference, 
however they can become cynical and disillusioned. This is often 
because they come up against barriers within the wider system, 
including politics and procedures. First responders need to be better 
trained in managing these systems.

• First responders need much more time to recover from the trauma 
they experience, in order to get back to work in a state that has them 
ready to problem solve and make good judgements.

• It is important to find identity outside of work, including hobbies and 
family activities that help to form a bigger picture of who you are.

• Taking time to look after the person holistically, with the inclusion 
of sleep, exercise, connecting with others, eating well, and using 
trusted support to help process traumas and challenges, is vital 
during downtime. This is because the ability to respond in a healthy 
way to emergency situations needs to be part of muscle memory, 
and that memory is developed well before a crisis develops.

This is not a normal job. Regular exposure to pain and suffering is affecting them, and we need to do better in helping.
- Dr Kristen Hamling, Trauma Psychologist, Wellbeing Aoteraroa

Insights: Session 2
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Insights: Session 2
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The Resilience Doughnut: The strong correlation between individual resilience and the family unit’s wellbeing 
Lyn Worsley, Director, The Resilience Centre

The Resilience Doughnut is an innovative and actionable approach to wellbeing that is used in schools, businesses and community organisations. 
Lyn Worsley shares how this approach can build resilience in first responder families so that they can thrive.

• Resilient people experience stress, and recover quickly from this. 
When a first responder displays resilience at home, their family 
connects and becomes more resilient as a family unit.

• First responders often withhold connection and withdraw from their 
families, which encourages other family members to do the same. 
However when families share and connect, resilience is built instead. 
This involves discussing the challenges being experienced (in a way 
that’s appropriate for the family member’s age and needs), and 
coming together in shared time and activities.

• The Resilience Doughnut model is an actionable way to understand 
the aspects of life that help to build mental strength. Each person 
is encouraged to choose three of the seven factors (work, partner, 
skill, family and identity, education, friends, community) to focus 
on, in order to be resilient in all parts of their life.

• Using this model will help us learn who we are, what we can do, and 
find the people we can draw on to ask for help.

The people who show greater resilience in the process of going through difficulties have optimism in their language, 
and they show hope in their relationships.
- Lyn Worsley, Director, The Resilience Centre

Insights: Session 2
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Insights: Session 2
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Suicide in the first responder community: Lived experience, risk factors and prevention
Shayne Connell, CEO, LivingWorks Australia
Dr Jacqueline Drew, School of Criminology and Criminal Justice and Griffith Criminology Institute, Griffith University
Tara Lal, Senior Firefighter, Fire & Rescue NSW; PhD Candidate, University of New England 
Facilitated by Dominic Hilbrink, Senior Clinician, Fortem Australia

Suicide is a major risk factor for first responders, who are twice as likely to have suicidal thoughts as the general population. Our panellists in this 
discussion share their experiences – both personally and professionally – with suicide in the first responder community, including the risk factors and 
prevention tools.

• A strong protective factor against suicide is support, which can 
be from mental health or medical professionals, work colleagues, 
leaders, and loved ones. 

• We need to support and enhance the role of families in identifying 
issues, and equip them with the knowledge and skills in what to say 
and how to provide practical support.

• Organisational harm, such as a lack of supportive leadership, poor 
organisational culture that discourages help-seeking, and the 
stress caused by feeling undervalued, can cause more harm to first 
responders than trauma from the critical incidents they attend.

• First responder organisations need a seismic shift in how they deal 
with suicide and suicide prevention. A whole of organisation response 
that is based on the lived experience of first responders is needed.

• Leaders and middle managers could be better equipped to lead 
change in mental health support. Armed with mental health 
knowledge which continues to reveal the critical role they play, while 
also learning to prioritise their own wellbeing so they can better help 
others, thus providing a cascade effect on first responder wellbeing.

• It is important for the entire first responder community to reach 
in to those who may be experiencing challenges, instead of expecting 
people to reach out to us.

The way forward in better supporting the mental health of our first responders involves all members of the first 
responder community. First responders, their colleagues and supervisors, psychologists, and families: each and 
every one of us has a role to play.
– Dr Jacqueline Drew, School of Criminology and Criminal Justice and Griffith Criminology Institute, Griffith University

Insights: Session 3
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Insights: Session 3
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Six developments in the trauma field: Changing how we think about first responder workplace injury 
prevention, management and recovery
Professor Zachary Steel, University of NSW, President of the Australasian Society for Traumatic Stress Studies and Chair, St John of God Trauma 
and Mental Health

Improving health outcomes for people who have been affected by traumatic stress injuries is vital in the first responder community. Professor 
Zachary Steel introduces audiences to six major advances in the study of trauma, which may lead to a change in the way we approach first responder 
workplace injury prevention management and recovery.

• Trauma injuries have been increasing over the last thirty years, 
including PTSD and complex PTSD in the first responder setting. 
This is not a sign of a reduction in resilience, but an indication of the 
amount of trauma that first responders are exposed to.

• There are many developments in the research of trauma, including 
the ways in which we understand trauma, knowledge of the 
resources that are required in order to prevent or recover from 
trauma, finding ways to help people be heard and to reconnect with 
others, and post-traumatic growth.

• People who are experiencing trauma injuries are often ostracised 
from the things that used to be important in their lives.

• One goal in better supporting people in their recovery from traumatic 
stress injuries is helping them to transition out of that work and into 
a new role that sustains them.

First responders operate in dangerous settings, and they carry an enormous level of responsibility, so it’s not 
surprising that the burden of that can lead to injury.
– Professor Zachary Steel, University of NSW, President of the Australasian Society for Traumatic Stress Studies and Chair, St John of God 
Trauma and Mental Health

Insights: Session 3
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Lived experience with PTSD and the importance of a good transition 
James Maskey, Engagement Manager, Fortem Australia

A former police officer, James Maskey, believes that being open about his mental health challenges offers hope and encourages help-seeking 
behaviours in others. He shares his personal story of living with PTSD and transitioning out of his first responder role.

• James’s recovery from PTSD has included ongoing psychological and 
family support, healthy lifestyle habits such as exercise, and a new 
career that provides him with purpose.

• Leaving a first responder role can be filled with grief, identity loss, 
and a lack of purpose. For James, leaving the police force was 
necessary but incredibly challenging as he carved out a new identity 
and purpose.

• Transitioning well from first responder life is important, yet 
traditionally left to the individual to manage. Fortem has launched 
a transition and employment program, which aims to support first 
responders moving to the next chapter of their life with a focus 
on one-on-one support.

To keep us safe you must be a superhero made of steel’. We need to retire this unhelpful stereotype, and recognise 
that it’s okay not to be okay, and it’s okay to seek support.
- James Maskey, Engagement Manager, Fortem Australia

Insights: Session 3
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Understanding the bigger picture, a positive step in the right direction 
Understanding the bigger picture in first responder wellbeing is a positive step towards addressing the high rates of psychological distress we see 
in the first responder community.

The summit has raised many action points for first responder agencies, leaders, support organisations, first responders, and family members, 
as we strive to work together to improve the mental health and wellbeing of the first responder community.

• Partners and families require a stronger connection with first 
responder agencies. This could include formalised partner and 
parental support networks, more information about how to help first 
responders, acknowledgement of the role that family members play, 
and mental health literacy training.

• Developing strategies that include creating an enriched life outside 
work, and building healthy lifestyle habits that reduce stress, would 
be helpful for first responders in managing the effects of their high 
stress work environments.

• First responder agencies need to:
 - foster a workplace where open conversations about mental health 

and wellbeing can be had, and where these conversations are seen 
as positive,

 - train and provide support to leaders within the organisation 
to support their own mental health and wellbeing, and that 
of first responders,

 - allow personnel time to recover after traumatic experiences, and
 - continue to improve mental health literacy that reduces stigma.

• Support organisations, including Fortem, must continue to provide 
ways to help build connection and mental fitness in the lives of first 
responder families, and work with first responders to transition well 
into post-service careers.

Fortem looks forward to continuing our work with first responders, 
family members, agencies and the wider community of experts and 
researchers, as we build on our aim to create solutions for the mental 
fitness of the first responder community.

Beyond Duty is core to what Fortem does: beyond 
the badge, beyond the uniform, and beyond the 
organisation. It’s about the individual … and 
researchers and lived experienced members of the 
community have seen, been through and researched 
the impact that supporting an individual’s holistic 
approach to their career can have on them, the 
longevity of their career, their mental health, and 
their families.
- John Bale, Managing Director & Co-Founder, Fortem Australia

Beyond the Summit: Where to from here?
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Very positive and I have gained a vast amount of knowledge from this event. Great topics and presenters. Thank you for providing this.
- Paramedic

Feedback from the Beyond Duty audience

Excellent presentations.
What actions are government 

departments making to 
improve the situation?

- Police Officer

Thank you for 
an excellent day.

- Black Summer First Responder

Such a worthwhile 

event - loved the 

passion and insigh
ts. 

Thank you.

- Recovery Leader

Very relevant. This kind 

of thing can serve as a 

touch point for having 

conversations with colleagues 

of facilitating connections 

when difficult environments or 

circumstances persist.

- Firefighter
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Beyond Duty - the legacy grows

The summit’s impact will continue to be felt and grow deeper through an online, downloadable library 
of content that captures the stories, research, and learnings of each Beyond Duty session. 

Eleven individual feature stories have been crafted, featuring video 
content and unique artworks created on the day. That toolkit is available 
via the Resource Library on the Fortem Australia website. 

The summit demonstrated a real commitment at all levels of the first 
responder community to take action both individually and collectively.

These resources will continue to drive that need and inspire action. 
The community is invited to share these recourses widely, be agents 
for change, and keep the conversation and connection going. 

Fortem stands ready and will continue to lead this work.

Click here to learn more about the impact of Beyond Duty

https://fortemaustralia.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Beyond-Duty-Resource-Library-Beyond-Duty.pdf
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