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Abstract
Eighty one Border Services Officers (BSOs) completed a survey package to explore
BSOs’ levels of occupational stress using the Police Stress Questionnaire-Organization
(PSQ-Org) and Police Stress Questionnaire — Operational (PSQ-Op). Data analysis
explored gender differences, years of service, armed versus unarmed officers and coping
styles. Officers reported moderate levels of stress on the PSQ-Org and PSQ-Op across all
variables examined. A correlation matrix determined relationships between coping
strategies and the PSQ-Org and PSQ-Op. The PSQ-Org was significantly correlated with
disengagement coping r = .26, p = < .05 while the PSQ-Op was correlated to both
engagement coping r = .28, p = < .05 and disengagement coping r = .35, p = <.01.
Gender differences in coping were found as female officers had a significant correlation
between engagement coping and the PSQ-Org r = .41, p = < .05 and the PSQ-Op r = .53,
p = <.01. Significant correlations between engagement coping and social support coping
were also found for female officers r = .67, p = < .01. Male officers reported using
disengagement coping which was significantly correlated with all three stress measures
PSQ-Orgr =.32,p=<.05, PSQ-Op r = .43, p =< .01, and weekly stress r = .32, p =<
.05. Qualitative data suggested that BSOs may have experienced role conflict, role
ambiguity, and role overload associated with organizational stressors comprised of
management style and short staffing. Impact of current study on proactive interventions

in the workplace is discussed.
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Behind the front line: Stressors and coping in Border Services Officers
Chapter I: Introduction

Research in high stress occupations has found that first responders such as police are
susceptible to high levels of stress due to the dangerous nature of their work. Workers in
these fields are exposed to potentially traumatic situations such as armed conflict, motor
vehicle crashes, and witnessing violence (Anshel, 2000; Noblet, Rodwell & Allisey,
2009). The perceptions that these jobs are stressful have been documented not only in
research but in the form of books, television shows and movies.

Border Services Officers (BSO) working for the Canada Border Services Agency
(CBSA) find themselves facing the same types of stressors. In a typical week officers
across Canada examine over 105,000 travellers, seize contraband worth over 7 million
dollars, remove over 250 inadmissible people and seize on average $780,000.00 of
undeclared currency (CBSA, n.d.). However, there has been little research conducted on
customs and immigration officers and in particular BSOs in regards to occupational
stress. This research attempts to look behind the front line that the officers protect to
explore their occupational stress.

Border Services Officers
Border Services Officers (BSOs) are federal law enforcement agents and
designated peace officers employed by the Canada Border Services Agency (CBSA).
BSOs are responsible for enforcing the customs act, immigration legislation; the criminal
code of Canada as well as over 90 other Acts of Parliament (CBSA, n.d.). They are given
the task of being vigilant against all threats to Canada’s sovereignty, which can include

terrorism, smuggling of prohibited weapons, proceeds of crime and narcotics. As
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immigration officers they are to prevent the admission of individuals who are perpetrators
of war crimes, involved in illegal migration, members of organized crime, or have serious
criminal convictions (CBSA, n.d.). These officers are working in dynamic environments
with a tremendous amount of responsibility riding on the decisions they make. BSOs are
working in environments where security supersedes all other considerations. However,
they must balance national security concerns with facilitating the movement of goods in
trade relations. BSOs have the added pressure of a Canadian public who are relatively
unaware of the CBSA and the work that it has been done to strengthen and protect
Canada’s border (CBSA, 2007).

BSOs can work at locations which operate 24 hours a day 7 days per week with
some offices and ports of entry found near major centres while others are in more rural
areas (CBSA, 2009). BSOs work in a variety of environments that have the inherent risk
of serious injury or assault in the course of their duties. These potential risks can arise
from persons being detained, working in remote locations or from contact with hazardous
goods or contagious diseases in the course of searching people and examining their
conveyances and personal effects (CBSA, 2009). In some instances officers may deny
entry to people under the Immigration and Refuge Protection Act or refuse goods under
the Customs Act, which may involve changing travel plans, which creates additional
interpersonal dynamics with the travelling public.

BSOs deployed at a port of entry may talk with over 250 travellers during their
shift. Furthermore they are dealing with a public that has to talk to them regardless if they
have committed an offense which leaves BSOs in situations where the public feels that

they have been targeted and profiled (CBSA, 2007). This high level of contact with pubic



has been shown to be problematic for some customs officers (Prunier-Poulmairet al.,
1998).
Canada Border Services Agency

The CBSA is a federal agency which employees approximately 13,000 people
across Canada at 119 land border crossings, inland offices, mail centers, marine
operations, and international airports (CBSA, 2007). Since its inception in 2003, the
CBSA has been an important piece in the Public Safety portfolio as it combines the
Customs program, Citizenship and Immigration and the Canadian Food Inspection
Agency (CBSA, n.d.). CBSA provides integrated border services, which support national
security and public safety and balancing these needs against the free flow of goods and
people. The CBSA is currently an organization in transition and is a relatively new
agency, which emerged from the aftermath of the tragedy of 911.
Statement of Problem

The primary purpose of this research was to identify Border Services Officers’
level of occupational stress with the additional goal of identifying the sources as well.
Thus practical implications for this study on Border Services Officers level of stress is
important as a proactive measure for the officers’ health, their families well being, and
their ability to perform their duties. The literature on occupational stress appears to have
missed this portion of the population, which the researcher views as important, as
guarding a country’s border can be a stressful endeavor (Alexander & Walker, 1996;
Kop, Euwema, & Schaufeli, 1999; McCreary & Thompson, 2006).

A preliminary study on Border Services Officers seems timely as on August 19,

2010 The Washington Post reported that the United States Border Patrol Agency has



witnessed an increase in officer suicides since February 2008. There have been 15
reported suicides in the last 2 years which is a twenty year high (“Increase in suicides”,
2010). Although this is an extreme example of what can happen when officers feel they
cannot cope, it is important to start a dialogue by first understanding Border Services
Officers’ level of occupational stress.

Significance of the Study

Coyne and Racioppo (2000) suggested that there was a gap between clinical
practice and making stress and coping research applicable in clinical practice situations.
They suggested that clinicians used measures that were tailored for specific problems and
were likely to capture the relevant information, which would aid the clinician. Thus
research on BSO’s level of stress may contribute to our academic knowledge by not only
identifying stressors but educating counselling professionals who can assist officers in the
field. The study can contribute to officer awareness of the issue and provide information
to counselling professionals who could potentially be proactive in dealing with officer
stress and avoid burnout or maladaptive coping.

First, this study will examine a population that has not been previously researched
and thus has the potential to generate new knowledge about this population of law
enforcement. Second, understanding BSO stress may help CBSA management gauge
what stressors are affecting BSOs and move toward more psychoeducation on stress
which could provide a mechanism for alleviating potential issues in the future (Kagan,
Kagan & Watson, 1995). Finally, by identifying officers’ stressors this research may help

continue the dialogue of bridging the gap between stress research and clinical practice by



providing new information on an underrepresented population in the literature (Burke,

1998; Lazarus, 2000).



Chapter II: Literature Review

The etiology and effects of stress will be reviewed as well as some of the
definitions of stress. This review will discuss components of occupational stress and
briefly summarize some of the main theories surrounding occupational stress and the
impacts on both the employer and employee. The discussion will then move toward
occupational stress and first responders and the varying opinions on whether first
responder occupations are more stressful than other types of occupations. The dialogue
will continue in the context of years of service and gender differences. It will include
reports of occupational stress from first responders in specific areas including customs
officers and firefighters and self-reports of occupational stress. The review will conclude
with the types of stressors reported and negative outcomes for both the individual and
their families in regards to coping strategies.

Etiology of Stress

Stress has been defined as the interaction between an individual and their
environment. Selye (as cited in Berry, 1998) defined stress as a generalized body
response which is an individual’s response to stressors which are either physical or
psychological. The stressors are the conditions that bring on the stress, which can be a
circumstance, an incident or entity. The stress can be viewed as either positive (eustress)
or negative (distress). Therefore certain situations which elicit a moderate stress response
and create conditions that are beneficial which is in contrast to higher levels of stress that
leads to feelings of overload (Berry, 1998). Thus using these theoretical etiologies of
stress it can be viewed as positive or negative and its level moderated by the subjective

experience of an individual in the context of their environment.



Selye’s General Adaptation Syndrome viewed stress in three distinct phases,
which mirror the body’s physiological response to stress. The alarm stage involves the
autonomic nervous system, which regulates cardiovascular and digestive functions and
prepares the body for action. The resistance phase engages the sympathetic nervous
system and primes the body’s fight or flight response. The final exhaustion phase deploys
the parasympathetic nervous system if the stress is continuous, which can result in
burnout and poor health outcomes. This view of active and passive responses to stress
although accepted at the time now seems limited and incomplete, as it does not allow for
individual differences in the evaluation of potential stressful events.

Lazarus and Folkman (1984) felt other processes of stress were just as important
as biological processes associated with an organism being taxed by their environment and
attempting to respond. They felt the additional processes should include the individual’s
resources available for coping, their costs and benefits. This highlights an individual’s
cognitive appraisal of the relationship between environmental inputs and individual’s
ability to meet, lessen or change the demands with goal of insuring their well-being.
Thus, this process is more than just a demand and response dynamic but rather a
continuous loop of feedback and appraisal between the individual and their environment.
It must take into account the characteristics of the person and the disposition
environmental event. Therefore when an individual feels psychological stress it is not an
objective measure but rather their cognitive appraisal of their resources available to meet

the environments demands.



Occupational Stress

Occupational stress has been viewed as a construct that contains a variety of
variables which has lent itself to a number measures that focus on physical health,
psychological health, anxiety, job satisfaction and locus of control (Duraisingam, Pidd &
Roche, 2009). There have been additional theories on occupational stress such as the
Person —Environment Fit Theory, which asserts that occupational stress occurs when the
available resources and demands of work environment do not match the capabilities and
goals of the employee which leads to poor health outcomes (Berry, 1998). There are
several other theories such as the stressful life events model and the facet model but it is
important to note that the majority of theories have overlap. In general they view
occupational stress as an individual’s interaction with the environment and that the
stressor causes a physiological response which can lead to active coping or negative
outcomes such as disengagement coping strategies or physical illness.

Occupational stressors can include environmental factors such as temperature,
noise level, physical danger, and physical demands. These elements may manifest as
physiological stressors in an individual or may create psychological stress based on the
level of discomfort or threat experienced by the individual (Baker, 1985). The content or
duties of the job can be characterized as stressors, which could be factors such as
workload and shift work as well as organizational factors such as management and the
individual’s role in the organization (McCreary & Thompson, 2006).

Occupational stressors have been viewed in the context of employee experience,
which have been classified as role conflict, role ambiguity and role overload (Berry,

1998). Role conflict arises when there is an incongruence between an individual’s role of



their job and the view taken by others in their work environment. Role ambiguity occurs
when an individual is left uncertain or unclear of how to complete a task. Lastly, role
overload is when an individual experiences quantitative overload or qualitative overload
(Berry, 1998). Thus looking at the variety of classifications of occupational stress one
could expect the type of stressor and the level of stress experienced to vary from each
type of occupation and organization.
Occupational Stress in Canada

In 2006 Health Canada commissioned a report to access the costs of work stress.
The researchers conducted a meta-analysis of work stress research and found that 38% of
Canadian workers were slightly stressed at work, 25% were relatively stressed at work,
while 5.4% were extremely stressed. The researchers found increases in sick days as a
result of mental health issues. They were able to categorize the potential cost to
employers when the employees suffering from stress were present or absent from work.
Present employees increased costs by errors in judgment, conflict resolution costs, low
quality of work and stress related workplace accidents. Absent employee costs were
associated with sick days, EAP program, increased burden on colleagues’ quantitative
stress and replacement worker costs. Employees that experience prolonged exposure to
occupational stress had ramifications for the employer, as there was an increase in
absenteeism, turnover and poor productivity.
Effects of Occupational Stress

Burnout has been found to be one of the negative outcomes in terms of the
psychological impact from prolonged exposure in the work environment. It is defined

using three different elements, which include feeling emotionally drained, negative
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callous attitude, and negative evaluations of work accomplishments. It has been identified
as a concern in particular occupations, which are providing services directly to the public
(Kop, Euwema, & Schaufeli, 1999). These negative outcomes impact both employee and
employer. Employees experiencing high levels of stress can have implications for the
employer on two fronts first; lower job satisfaction can lead to poor job performance and
lower productivity. Second, job satisfaction has been identified as a key component in
predicting employee commitment, which can be linked to employee turnover
(Duraisingam et al., 2009). However these stressors impacted the employees who
experienced negative outcomes which included feelings of depression, a sense of failure,
fatigue and loss of motivation (Kop et al., 1999).

Healthcare Workers. Duraisingam et al., (2009) conducted a study using surveys
which measured working conditions, work stress, job satisfaction, turnover intention and
key demographics of over 1,300 drug and alcohol workers in Australia. The researchers
found that high stress had a negative impact on employee commitment to their employer.
Individuals who experienced high levels of stress tended to report lower levels of job
satisfaction. The researchers found the significant predictors that precipitated employee
turnover were low job satisfaction, high work stress, low workplace social support and a
pessimistic point of view towards compensation.

Nurses. McVicar (2003) conducted a meta-analysis to identify nurse’s
perceptions of workplace stress with the goal developing ways of reducing workplace
stress and guide future research. McVicar used CINAHL, MEDLINE and COCHRANE
databases to search for articles from January 1985 to April 2003 with key words which

included nursing, stress, distress, stress management, job satisfaction, coping and staff
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turnover. He found that workload, inadequate staffing levels, time pressure and
relationships with colleagues and management, shift work, dealing with patient needs,
and lack of rewards as the major workplace stressors. This research is important to
mention as nursing although not directly related to officers or other first responders still
involves a high level of training, working in teams and dealing with stressful situations
involving the public. They are dealing with some of the same issues in regards to
balancing their duties with goals of the organization and the needs of the public.
First Responders and Occupational Stress

The literature has shown that various types of first responder occupations such as
policing have a variety of stressors associated with their work. For example the first type
of stressors identified in policing was related to the various tasks and duties related to the
day to day responsibilities of an officer which included threats of violence, physical
harm, and facing unknown dangers. The second type of stressors were related more
toward the organization which consisted of management style, poor communication, lack
of resources, and staff shortages (Kop et al., 1999; McCreary & Thompson, 2006). This
research suggested that the context in which police officers performed their duties were
the greater sources of job stress than the duties themselves. It has been noted that certain
aspects of first responders’ work were known to be highly stressful which included the
high demands and low control of the work in the context of frequent contact of the
general public. However, it should be noted that officers and first responders may feel a
moderate level of stress in the course of their work which is not necessarily harmful as it
can keep them safe when accessing dangerous situations (Anderson, Litzenberger &

Plecas, 2002)
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These occupational stressors can lead to a variety of issues such as burnout, low
productivity and poor performance in carrying out duties. In terms of comparison of other
first responders firefighters would be placed in the category of highly stressful jobs. They
are expected to work varying shifts and work under similar types of quasi military
structures and must respond to emergencies and interact with the general public in the
course of carrying out their duties (Pendelton, Stotland, Spiers & Kirsch, 1989). It should
be noted that not all researchers feel that first responders experience higher levels of
stress as compared to other occupations. They suggest that the research has face validity
and upon closer inspection the measures used to capture occupational stress levels have
yet to yield any clear results.

Varying Opinions on First Responder Stress

Kop et al., (1999) conducted research on 358 Dutch police officers who
completed self report questionnaires to explore the type of stressors they experienced as
well as comparing officers level of burnout to other occupations, and explored the
interaction of lack of reciprocity on burnout and whether burnout increased officer
violence. The researchers found that officers reported similar types of organizational and
operational stressors as other studies and in general the officers reported policing as a
rewarding experience. They discovered that the officers’ reported levels of burnout (using
Maslach Burnout Inventory), which the researchers viewed as an indication of prolonged
work stress, were much lower than the reference sample of 4,000 workers in human
services (e.g., nurses, doctors, mental health workers, and social workers). They
concluded there were no differences in the police officers’ levels stress as compared to

other occupations. The researchers contributed their findings to Dutch officers having
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more time to decompress stressful events and they concluded that police officers had a lot
of administration tasks so they were not under constant pressures as compared to other
human services workers.

The researchers cited occupations such as nursing and teaching as having to deal
with more stress and stated that police had sufficient gaps between their interactions with
public and were able to recuperate faster. Furthermore they felt that police officers were a
self selected group which meant they may not be as susceptible to stress. A third
possibility was that the officers did not properly report their level of stress as they have
been taught to suppress emotional problems such as an inability to cope with stress. A
fourth issue could be related to the officers’ work environment at the time the study was
conducted. Dutch officers usually worked in pairs and did not wear bulletproof vests.

In addition to these issues raised by the researchers there were additional concerns
as they did not use an empirically tested stress measure but rather constructed a stress
measure using additional biographic variables such as age, gender, rank and work
experience. Thus more sound constructs and methods of capturing occupational stressors
may have yielded different results, as construct validity is the bases for all sound
research.

Comparing Occupations and Stress

Pendelton et al., (1989) studied police, firefighters and municipal workers to
compare self-report of stress and the various health and social problems associated with
stress. The researchers chose municipal employees as they felt they were a similar group
as they had the same employer, worked in the same city and were subjected to the same

civic regulations. The municipal employees included clerks, parks department workers,
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drivers, labours, and accountants. The researchers found that police officers reported the
highest levels of occupational stress, followed by municipal workers and then
firefighters. The firefighters were found to experience on the job anxiety and showed
prevalence of violence while drinking.

Although the researchers found that municipal workers generally suffered more
strain due to job stress they did conclude that first responder jobs were less stressful but
rather they attracted individuals who we were able to cope with the higher levels of
stress. It was noted that in first responder occupations such as fire fighting and policing
that the applicants were subjected to physical and mental evaluations to ensure they were
up for the daily tasks. The researchers made the conclusion that police officers’ jobs were
more stressful but they did not experience more health and social problems than other
occupations that they sampled.

These conclusions made by the researchers raise some concern as the sample used
by the researchers included white males from age 35 years and younger. Thus it is
possible that police officers may have experienced higher levels of strain but were not yet
prevalent in the population sample due to relatively young age and years of service. It has
been shown that poor coping and health outcomes tend to be reported more as the
officers’ years of service increases (Gershon, Lin & Li, 2002).

Police Officers and Occupational Stress. The context of police stress is one that
mirrors that of traditional job stress but the difference is that in most instances officers
are dealing with acute stress, which stems from extreme or unusual sources. In these
instances officers are expected to make the correct decision to keep themselves and the

public safe while still dealing with threat. These acute stressors could include factors such
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as making an arrest, verbal confrontations with public, and dealing with unknown threats
(Alexander and Walker, 1996). The stressors can include organizational stressors related
to management style, organization restructuring, office work and emotionally demanding
situations. These stressors have been shown to have a negative impact on police officers
such as burnout and an increase in violent behaviour (Kop et al., 1999). These stressors
can also have an impact on the officers’ lives outside of work.

Alexander and Walker (1996) surveyed 400 spouses who were married to police
officers working in the North East of Scotland. The purpose was to determine the
influence that police work had on their families and martial relationships by asking the
spouses the amount to which they believed their partners were experiencing stress, any
adverse affects on the family, and its impact on the marital relationship. The researchers
found that many of issues raised by the spouses were associated with organizational
factors such as lack of resources, time pressures, and lack of communication, long hours,
shift work, and staff shortages, which were associated with the highest levels of stress.

Police officers in their study mentioned some operational stressors such as
conducting an arrest, dealing with a violent person, and appearing for court. However, it
was clear that the primary source for police officers’ stress stemmed from factors
associated with the organization. In addition situations which were considered acute
stressors were seen as non-violent which included shift work, overtime, paperwork and
the physical demands of the job such as carrying heavy equipment. These factors had a
compounding effect and were viewed as more likely to create acute stress.

Occupational Stress and Canadian Police. Taylor and Bennell (2006)

conducted stress research on 154 Ontario police officers using McCreary