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ABSTRACT

Background: While the organizational factors that account for firefighters’ burnout have been extensively
explored, the individual factors related to how they regulate interpersonal conflicts and emotions remain
to be investigated. Previous research has demonstrated the association between emotional intelligence
and conflict management styles and burnout, but no study has looked at the interrelationships among
these factors in high-risk sectors. The present exploratory study aimed to fill this research gap by
investigating the relationships between conflict management style, emotional intelligence and burnout
in a sample of firefighters.
Methods: A cross-sectional study was conducted with 240 French firefighters. Measures comprised
validated scales of conflict management styles, emotional intelligence and burnout.
Results: Results showed that the integrating conflict style reduced burnout. They also revealed the effects
of emotion regulation on burnout, whereby the awareness and management of one’s own emotions
reduced burnout. Moreover, awareness of one’s own emotions moderated the relationship between
integrating conflict resolution style and burnout, whereby the effect of integrating style on reduced
burnout was higher when awareness of one’s own emotions was high.
Conclusion: These results reveal that strategies used by firefighters to regulate their emotions in order to
meet the emotional demands specific to their job are important for reducing the emotional exhaustion
component of burnout. Training programs for conflict and emotion management are needed to preserve
the mental health of firefighters and ensure the safety of interventions.

© 2022 Occupational Safety and Health Research Institute, Published by Elsevier Korea LLC. This is an
open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

1. Introduction

critical incidents. In extreme cases, burnout may lead to depression
and suicidality [11].

Firefighters work in high-risk emergency situations involving
considerable physical, mental and emotional demands [1]. They
must cope with many occupational stressors such as physical strain,
irregular work hours, time pressure, shift work, work-family con-
flict, and insults on the public highway [2—4]. They are exposed to
emotional demands in terms of regulation and suppression of
emotions [5]. Studies on firefighters’ mental health have reported
that they may suffer from burnout, depression, and suicidal ideas
[1-3,5,6]. There has been growing academic interest in firefighters’
occupational stress and burnout [2,4,7—13]. Burnout is broadly
defined in terms of three components: emotional exhaustion,
cynicism and reduced personal accomplishment [14,15]. Research
conducted in high-risk contexts has found that burnout leads to
physical fatigue, job dissatisfaction, intention to quit the job, and
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According to job stress models [16—18], burnout may occur
when there is an imbalance between the job demands and the
resources available in work situations. According to the job demand
- resource (JD-R) model [16,19], risk factors are categorized as job
demands, and protective factors as job resources. For firefighters,
these resources have been studied in relation to work organization
and social support [2], safety climate and safety-specific trans-
formational type of leadership [20], and to personal factors such as
personality traits or individual differences used to mitigate prob-
lems caused by high job demands [16,21,22]. Studies show that the
personal resources that buffer burnout include individual factors or
personality characteristics such as self-efficacy, hardiness, resil-
ience, hope or optimism, and emotional intelligence [11,22—26].
While there has been extensive investigation of the contextual and
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organizational factors that account for firefighters’ burnout [2,4,7—
13], research into the personal resources related to how they cope
with psychosocial stressors is needed. Indeed, firefighters have to
cope with specific operational stressors including management
issues, conflict with management, team conflict, and insults on the
public highway [27]. The profession of firefighters in some coun-
tries is changing, and involves not just managing fires or accidents,
but also responding to medical and social emergencies [12]. How to
handle conflicts with supervisors, co-workers, patients or families
can be a major factor in managing occupational stress among
firefighters [4,12]. They are also exposed to various types of
emotion when they intervene with patients and families or during
emergency calls. These specific operational stressors can be
emotionally demanding for firefighters who need to be able to
regulate or suppress their emotions [28]. Emotion regulation con-
sists of active attempts to manage emotional states, stress and a
range of affective responses [29]. Individuals can adopt different
emotion regulation strategies depending on contextual, organiza-
tional or personal factors [30]. Thus, the present exploratory study
examined the personal resources related to conflict management
styles and emotional intelligence that could improve emotion
regulation and reduce burnout among French firefighters.

1.1. Conflict management styles and work stress

Concerning the effects of different conflict management styles
(CMS) on work stress, a number of studies have shown that an
appropriate CMS can increase the benefits of constructive conflict
and develop harmonious and cooperative work [31]. Rahim iden-
tified five styles of CMS [32]. The integrating style involves high
levels of concern for both self and others; individuals who use this
style manage conflicts in a cooperative manner and seek a solution
collaboratively with the other parties. The obliging style involves
high other-party concern and low self-concern [a degree of self-
sacrifice]. The dominating style consists of satisfying one’s own
needs to the detriment of others. In the avoiding style, individuals
do not attempt to satisfy the needs or concerns of any of the parties
[avoidance of all disputes]. Lastly, the compromising style involves
both parties giving up something to reach a mutually acceptable
decision. Some studies in hospital contexts have demonstrated that
the way nurses manage conflict with doctors may have an impact
on work stress [33,34]. For example, Johansen and Cadmus [33]
found that emergency nurses who avoided conflict with doctors
experienced higher levels of work stress, but they did not observe
any relationship between other conflict resolution styles and job
stress. Tabak and Orit [34] found that the integrating and domi-
nating styles are associated with low occupational stress levels,
whereas the obliging and avoidance styles are linked to higher
stress. In fact, studies in the literature show that the relationship
between CMS and work stress is complex and depends on the type
of conflict (e.g., task or relationship conflict), on the status of the
other party (e.g., supervisor, colleague, client or patient), and on
organizational factors or individual characteristics [35]. Further
studies are thus needed to better understand factors that could
influence the effects of CMS on work stress.

1.2. Emotional intelligence, conflict management style and work
stress

When conflict occurs, it will have an impact on the emotional
state of the individuals involved, with either a positive or negative
affect [36]. Emotions play an important role in conflictual situa-
tions, with implications for employees, including frustration, anger,
stress, or depression [37]. The ability to resolve or manage conflicts
is a significant facet of emotional intelligence (EI). Salovey and

Mayer [38] first introduced the concept of EI and conceptualized it
in four dimensions: (1) appraisal of emotion in oneself, (2)
appraisal and recognition of emotion in others, (3) regulation of
emotion in oneself, and (4) use of emotion to facilitate performance
[39]. Appraisal of emotion in oneself involves the ability to accu-
rately perceive and monitor one’s own deep emotions and to ex-
press them naturally. Appraisal of others’ emotions is the ability to
accurately perceive and understand the internal and external
emotions of others. Goleman [40] conceptualized EI based on four
categories (i.e., self-awareness, self-management, social awareness,
and relationship management), postulating that individuals with
higher EI can select effective conflict resolution strategies to
manage stressful conditions.

Concerning the relationships between EI and CMS, high EI has
been shown to be associated with use of the integrating, compro-
mising and obliging styles, while low El is associated with use of the
dominating and avoiding styles [41—45]. According to Jordan and
Troth [46], “people with the ability to deal with one’s own emotions
may be more inclined to listen to alternative viewpoints and seek
superior solutions without feeling threatened by the possibility of
being wrong. This requires emotional self-control” (p. 211). Given
that EI provides a wide range of abilities to regulate emotions and
accurately process emotional information, emotionally intelligent
workers may choose the most appropriate strategies to cope with
frustration and respond efficiently to emotional demands [47].
Emotionally intelligent workers avoid dysfunctional emotions and
use them adaptively to reduce feelings of frustration which other-
wise produce burnout [48]. The relationships between EI and
stress, or EI and burnout are also well established [49—53]. Several
studies have shown that higher EI scores are associated with less
burnout and higher job satisfaction in nursing and medical staff
[50,54—56], in staff working in services for people with intellectual
disabilities [57], and among service employees [26]. The in-
terrelationships between EI, CMS and organizational or individual
outcomes are complex, showing the mediating effect of CMS or the
moderating effect of El. Some studies have shown that EI is
significantly associated with CMS, with the integrating style
mediating the relationship between EI and performance [58], while
others have demonstrated that EI has a significant moderating ef-
fect on CMS [59—61].

1.3. Objective and hypotheses

Previous research has demonstrated the association between EI
and CMS and burnout, but to the best of our knowledge, no study
has looked at the interrelationships among these factors in high-
risk sectors. The present exploratory study aimed to fill this
research gap by investigating the relationships between CMS, EI
and burnout in a sample of firefighters. Using a correlational design,
it addressed the following research questions: (1) What role does
conflict management style play in reducing the level of burnout of
firefighters? (2) Does a high level of emotional intelligence help
reduce the level of burnout of firefighters? (3) What are the
respective effects of conflict resolution style and emotional intel-
ligence on reducing firefighter burnout?

2. Materials and methods
2.1. Participants and procedure

Participants were 240 French firefighters (195 men and 36
women). Their mean age was 38 years (SD = 10.7), and their
average organizational tenure was 15 years (SD = 9.99). Firefighters
received an e-mail sent by their line manager inviting them to
complete an online survey. All the participants provided their
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informed consent. Access to the responses of the questionnaires
was restricted to the research institute and confidentiality was
guaranteed. Ethical approval was granted by the Ethics Committee
of the University of Rennes 2. The survey was administered be-
tween January and February 2020.

2.2. Measures

The questionnaires were administered in French, and covered 3
main constructs: emotional exhaustion, conflict management
styles, and emotional intelligence. The scales were largely validated
and already available in French, except for the one concerning
conflict management styles, which was translated into French us-
ing the translation/back-translation procedure recommended by
Brislin [62]. Socio-demographic questions included gender, age and
job tenure.

2.2.1. Burnout

Burnout was measured by the level of emotional exhaustion
expressed by firefighters. Emotional exhaustion refers to a psy-
chological state of physical and emotional depletion caused by
work [15] and is a key dimension of occupational burnout. In the
present study, emotional exhaustion was measured with the 9-item
Maslach Burnout Inventory-Human Services Survey [15]. One item
is: “I feel emotionally drained by my work”. The participants
answered on a 6-point scale ranging from 0 (never) to 5 (every day).
To verify the factorial structure of this measure, a Confirmatory
Factor Analysis was performed. The results indicate overall satis-
factory fit indices for a one-factor structure (x%(27) = 106, p < .0001,
CFI = 0.91, AIC = 5315, RMSEA = 0.11, SRMR = 0.06). The internal
consistency is satisfactory, o = 0.87.

2.2.2. Conflict management styles (CMS)

The Rahim Organizational Conflict Inventory-II [32] was used to
assess CMS. This scale is widely used, and comprises 15 items that
differentiate five styles of conflict resolution in organizations along
two dimensions: concern for self (high or low) and concern for others
(high or low). The five styles are the following: integrating
(collaborating: high concern for self and others), obliging (accom-
modating: low concern for self and high concern for others),
compromising (intermediate in both concern for self and others),
dominating (competing: high concern for self and low concern for
others), and avoiding (low concern for self and others). Participants
are asked to indicate how they handle disagreements with their
colleagues. Items include: “I collaborate with my colleagues to
come up with decisions acceptable to us” (Integrating), “I try to find
a middle course to resolve an impasse” (Compromising), “I usually
allow concessions to my colleagues” (Obliging), “I use my authority
to make a decision in my favor” (Dominating), “I try to stay away
from disagreements with my colleagues” (Avoiding). Each item is
evaluated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (rarely) to 5
(always). A higher value represents greater use of a conflict style.
CFA reveals that a five-factor model has an acceptable fit with the
data (%%(340) = 820, p < .0001, CFl = 0.77, AIC = 16570,
RMSEA = 0.07, SRMR = 0.08). The internal consistency of each
dimension was good: o = 0.80 for integrating style, o = 0.68 for
compromising style, o« = 0.76 for obliging style, o = 0.76 for
dominating style, and a = 0.76 for avoiding style.

2.2.3. Emotional intelligence (EI)

We used the French version of the Work Group Emotional In-
telligence Profile - short version (WEIP-S) [63,64]. This scale has 16
items divided into four dimensions, each comprising 4 items: (1)
awareness of own emotions, i.e., the ability to discuss and disclose
one’s emotions; (2) management of own emotions, i.e., the ability

to control one’s emotional responses; (3) awareness of others’
emotions, i.e., the ability to recognize others’ feelings, to read faces
and body language; and (4) management of others’ emotions, i.e.,
the ability to positively influence others’ emotional states. Each
item is rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), scores for each dimension ranging
from 4 to 28. A CFA confirmed the four-factor structure of the scale
(x%(98) = 175, p < .0001, CFl = 0.96, AIC = 11119, RMSEA = 0.06,
SRMR = 0.05). The Cronbach’s alphas were good: o = 0.91 for
awareness of own emotions, o = 0.70 for management of own
emotions, o = 0.84 for awareness of others’ emotions, o. = 0.87 for
management of others’ emotions.

2.3. Data analysis

First, to check a potential problem of common method variance,
we performed some of the statistical remedies suggested by Pod-
sakoff et al. [65]. We used Harman’s single-factor test [66]. We
loaded all items of all measures used in the study into an explor-
atory factor analysis (EFA) and examined the solution. The results
revealed six distinct factors accounting for 42.7% of the total vari-
ance. The first unrotated factor captured only 16.5% of the variance.
These results confirm that no single factor emerged and the first
factor did not capture most of the variance (i.e., did not exceed 50-
60% of the explained variance) [66].

Secondly, relationships between the studied variables were
analyzed by correlational analyses. The correlations are clearly
below the critical threshold of 0.70 [67]. Therefore, we avoided the
problem of multicollinearity. Multiple regression analyses were
also conducted to examine the effects of control variables associ-
ated with age, gender and job tenure on CMS, EI and burnout.

Finally, to test the relationships between the variables (i.e.,
conflict management style, emotional intelligence and burnout),
we used the PROCESS macro for moderation and mediation
models following the guidelines of Hayes [68]. Hayes [68]
demonstrated that results obtained with PROCESS are similar to
the data obtained from structural equation modelling. The PRO-
CESS macro makes it possible to estimate a moderation or medi-
ation effect using a bootstrapping technique. This method has
advantages over more traditional moderation analyses in that it is
non-parametric and uses bootstrapping to calculate confidence
intervals. When interpreting the results, if the confidence interval
does not include zero, this indicates a statistically significant effect.
The hypotheses concerning direct relationships were also verified
based on the PROCESS macro results. All statistical analyses were
performed using Jamovi [69] from the dataset available on OSF at
https://osf.io/mxhfw/.

3. Results
3.1. Descriptive statistics and correlations among variables

Descriptive statistics and Pearson’s correlations are presented in
Table 1. The highest mean value was for the integrating conflict
resolution style, indicating that this is the style most frequently
used by firefighters. The lowest mean score was for dominating
style, indicating that this is the least frequently used. For emotional
intelligence, the highest mean scores were for management of
emotions (one’s own and others’), and the lowest scores for
awareness of emotions (one’s own and others’). Regarding the re-
lationships between CMS and EI, the results show that the inte-
grating conflict resolution style correlated positively with the
different facets of El. The compromising conflict resolution style
correlated positively with management of one’s own and others’
emotions. The obliging and dominating styles correlated positively
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Table 1
Descriptive statistics and correlations among variables
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1. Integrating —
2. Obligating .284* =
3. Dominating .046 187** —
4. Avoiding -.029 332k .138*
5. Compromising .588*** 3971%** .068 .108 —
6. Awareness of own emotions 267 .049 .101 -.086 .091 —
7. Management of own emotions .395%#* .116 -.102 115 272%K% 3077 —
8. Awareness of others’ emotions AB2HHH 262%** 141* .016 AB2HHH 273%F* 307*** =
9. Management of others’ emotions 525%H* .189** .199%* -112 37710 410+ 212%%% 538%** —
10. Burnout -.164* .039 .011 .065 -115 -.216%** -.233%** -.018 -.074 —
M 4.04 3.32 2.52 3.35 3.85 4.76 5.56 4.31 5.36 0.97
SD 0.53 0.62 0.78 0.77 0.59 1.40 0.86 1.13 0.95 0.75

with awareness and management of others’ emotions. Only the
integrating conflict resolution style and regulation of one’s own
emotions were negatively related to the emotional exhaustion
component of burnout.

3.2. Control variables

A multiple regression analysis was conducted to examine the
relative contributions of age, gender and job tenure on CMS, EI and
burnout. The results show that gender, age and job tenure were not
significant predictors. Thus, we did not control for these variables in
further analyses. The detailed analyses and results are available
from the dataset on our OSF project (https://osf.io/mxhfw/).

3.3. Hypothesis testing

Because correlational analyses showed that only integrating
conflict resolution style and awareness and management of one’s
own emotions were related to burnout, we tested the relationships
between these variables following the guidelines of Hayes [68].

First, the results showed a marginal direct effect of integrating
conflict resolution style (t = -1.76, SE = 0.09, BCa CI (-0.33, 0.02),
p < .08) and a significant direct effect of awareness of one’s own
emotions on burnout (¢t = -3.09, SE = 0.03, Bca CI (-0.17, -0.04),
p = .002). Moreover, the moderation effect was significant (t = -
2.33, SE = 0.06, Bca CI (-0.24, -0.02), p = .02). Simple slope analyses
are presented at the bottom of Table 2 and graphically represented

Table 2

in Fig. 1. The results show that the effect of integrating style on
reduced burnout is higher for individuals with higher awareness of
their own emotions.

Second, the results show a significant direct effect of manage-
ment of one’s own emotions on burnout (t = -3.11, SE = 0.05, Bca CI
(-0.26, -0.06), p = .002). The moderation effect was marginally
significant (t = 1.92, SE = 0.09, Bca CI (-0.004, 0.36), p = .055].
Simple slope analyses are presented at the bottom of Table 3 and
graphically represented in Fig. 2. The results show that the effect of
integrating conflict resolution style on reduced burnout is higher
for individuals with lower scores for management of their own
emotions.

These results show that the effects of CMS, specifically the
integrating style, on the level of emotional exhaustion depend on
the level of EI (i.e., awareness and management of one’s own
emotions). Alternative models of mediation or moderation effects
were tested, but the results were not significant. The alternative
models tested are available from the dataset on our OSF project
(https://osf.io/mxhfw/).

4. Discussion

Based on the job demand-resource model [16,19], the aim of this
study was to examine the personal resources related to CMS and EI
likely to decrease the level of burnout among firefighters.

First, our results reveal that the integrating conflict resolution
style is the one most frequently used by firefighters, and that the

Results of the moderation effect of awareness of one’s own emotions and simple slopes analyses

Moderation estimates

Estimate SE 95% confidence interval z P
Lower Upper
Integrating style -0.157 0.0891 -0.331 0.0177 -1.76 0.078
Awareness of own emotions -0.105 0.0342 -0.172 0.0385 -3.09 0.002
Integrating style sk Awareness of own emotions 0.131 0.0561 0.241 -0.0206 -2.33 0.020
Simple slope estimates
Estimate SE 95% confidence interval Z P
Lower Upper

Average -0.1583 0.0898 -0.334 0.0177 -1.763 0.078
Low (-1SD) 0.0206 0.1183 0.211 0.2525 0.174 0.862
High (+1SD) -0.3372 0.1187 -0.570 -0.1045 -2.840 0.005

Note. Shows the effect of the predictor (Integrating style) on the dependent variable (Burnout) at different levels of the moderator (Awareness of one’s own emotions).
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Fig. 1. Simple slope analysis of integrating style predicting emotional exhaustion for 1 SD below the mean of awareness of one’s own emotions, and 1 SD above the mean of

awareness of one’s own emotions.

dominating style is the least used. This finding is consistent with
previous research conducted with employees in other sectors who
also preferentially use the integrating or compromising resolution
styles [33,34,41,43]. The preferential choice of cooperative modes of
conflict resolution can be explained by the fact that our study
concerned the emergency response sector, whose core values, as in
the medical and education sectors, are cooperation and service. It
would be interesting in future research to conduct comparisons
with other professional sectors where competitive values are more
prevalent. The use of questionnaires could also have led to a social
desirability bias, particularly for items regarding CMS. Regarding
the effects of CMS on work stress, our results indicate a single
marginal effect of the integrative conflict style on burnout reduc-
tion. Other conflict resolution styles were not directly related to the
level of burnout. These findings support previous research
revealing the complexity of the relationship between different
conflict resolution styles and work stress [35], and indicating that
the direct effects may be moderated by factors such as the nature of
the conflict (i.e., task or relationship conflict), contextual and

Table 3

individual characteristics associated with the regulation of emo-
tions such as EI [33—35].

Secondly, our results show that awareness and management of
one’s own emotions are negatively related to the level of burnout,
but no relationship was found with awareness and management of
others’ emotions. This confirms findings observed in other pop-
ulations [61], such as nurses [52,70,71] and police officers [64]. For
example, Trivellas et al [71] concluded that only the dimensions of
self-emotional appraisal and use of emotion are related to job
satisfaction. In another study, Michinov and Michinov [64] found
that police teams with high emotional intelligence scores achieved
the best performance during simulation exercises, with a signifi-
cant contribution of regulation of one’s own emotions, but no effect
related to regulation of others’ emotions. Our results again suggest
that emergency response personnel such as firefighters mobilize
skills that require regulation of one’s own emotions.

More importantly, the results show that El has a moderating role
in the relationship between CMS and burnout. More specifically,
awareness of one’s own emotions moderated the relationship

Results of the moderation effect of management of one’s own emotions and simple slopes analyses

Moderation estimates

Estimate SE 95% confidence interval z p
Lower Upper
Integrating style -0.0827 0.0913 -0.26167 0.0963 -0.906 0.365
Management of own emotions -0.1692 0.0544 -0.27573 -0.0627 -3.113 0.002
Integrating style sk Management of own emotions 0.1791 0.0933 -0.00373 0.3620 1.920 0.055
Simple slope estimates
Estimate SE 95% confidence interval Z P
Lower Upper

Average -0.0852 0.0916 -0.265 0.0943 -0.930 0.352
Low (-1SD) -0.2400 0.1100 -0.456 -0.0245 2.183 0.029
High (+1SD) 0.0696 0.1334 -0.192 03310 0.521 0.602

Note. Shows the effect of the predictor (Integrating Style) on the dependent variable (Burnout) at different levels of the moderator (Management of one’s own emotions).
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of one’s own emotions.

between the integrating conflict resolution style and burnout, with
a greater effect when self-awareness is high. The moderating role of
management of one’s own emotions, although small, also tended to
be significant, with a greater effect when the management of own
emotions is low. These results attest to the importance of aware-
ness and management of emotions for emergency response pro-
fessionals in terms of both ensuring the safety of interventions and
reducing job stress. This finding is consistent with previous studies
showing the moderating role of El in the relationship between CMS
and performance in organizations [59—61], and extends earlier
studies by showing the moderating role of EI in the relationship
between CMS and employees’ well-being. We found no significant
moderating role of regulation of others’ emotions. One possible
explanation is that the negative emotions engendered by conflic-
tual situations are more likely to interfere with the regulation of
one’s own emotions than with controlling others’ emotions. The
non-influence of the regulation of others’ emotions could also be
explained by items in the WEIP-S, which concern the management
and awareness of the emotions of the participants’ workgroup
colleagues, not those of users, victims, or patients [64].

There are a number of limitations to this study that should be
mentioned. First, our data relied on self-report measures, which
can lead to concerns about common method variance [72]. More-
over, it is not possible to demonstrate a causal relationship between
variables using this method. Secondly, the measurement of CMS
and EI by self-report scales has been the subject of debate. Although
we used valid measures of CMS and EI, future research should use
alternative and multi-source measures (conflict resolution and
regulation of team emotions, as assessed by leaders). Finally, a
single sample of French firefighters was analyzed; in order to
generalize the results, they should be replicated in future studies in
other countries.

To conclude, despite these limitations, the present study pro-
vides new insights into the relationships between CMS, EI and
burnout among high-risk sector personnel. Specifically, our results
show that the ability to identify and manage emotions during a
conflict or a critical incident, and in particular EI, play an important
role in reducing the emotional exhaustion of firefighters. It seems
important to help this largely male population learn about their

CMS [35], its impact on work stress, and how to regulate their
emotions at work [73]. Providing training programs in the
management of conflicts and emotions at work may be an inter-
esting way to preserve the mental health of firefighters and ensure
the safety of interventions. These could include structured training
on conflict management in organizations, individual coaching,
simulation, and role playing to understand and deal with emotions
in teams [35,61].
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