Understanding Critical Incident Stress

Critical incidents may be single events or cover an extended period.  Individuals or groups including those in management positions can be affected.  
What Is a Critical Incident?

Critical incidents can be defined as events or situations that have sufficient emotional

power to overcome the usual coping abilities of people working in environments

where some degree of exposure is expected, (Mitchell & Bray, 1990).
Incidents may pose a significant threat to individuals, or include certain factors that may increase their stressful nature. Incidents make intense demands on emotions and other coping skills of workers and may be single events, a prolonged period of difficulty or a series of less intense occurrences in succession.
Critical incidents are characterized by demands for which staff may not have been

prepared or are outside their normal routine.  These incidents may also affect a group of employees or an entire work setting. Those affected may all be directly involved in the events, or they may be affected by what has happened to one of their team members, or their agency as a whole.
What Constitutes Critical Incident Stress?

Normal stress is a part of everyday life and staff can develop a variety of strategies

and techniques to manage it. In fact, some degree of stress is considered essential

to maintain interest and stimulation in the work environment.  However, there are situations that are out of the norm.  Examples could include viewing a death in the workplace, a bomb threat, a threat of harm or being witness to the loss of a limb or serious injury to another. These circumstances usually involve some degree of personal or professional threat and often present situations that cannot be managed with routine practices. They are called critical incidents and the stress evoked by them is called critical incident stress (CIS).
The Effects of CIS on Various Groups

· Individual effects

· Group effects

· Agency effects
Individual Effects
These effects are emotionally demanding and require the sudden need of energy, intensive thought and action, and undivided concentration on the issues at hand.    

The experiences tend to become isolated, and normal cognitive and emotional mechanisms become ineffective. When this occurs, a wide spectrum of stress effects can take place.  
Group Effects

The changes may make the group less able to solve normal problems. If this situation persists for any length of time, the group may then create problems to manage their tensions, members misperceive or misinterpret the actions of others, and the group engages in inappropriate activity. 

Agency Effects

Critical incidents are events that can be viewed as having been developed within an agency and may promote stereotypes or myths about its work. These can affect morale and, if not managed, may lead to serious long-term consequences such as inappropriate procedures, chronic conflict, ineffective operation, absenteeism or, eventually, resignations. 

Recovery from Critical Incident Stress

Recovery can happen sooner if employees recognize their reactions, are taught the reason for their symptoms, and helped to take steps to look after themselves. It is particularly important for them to be able to go over the experience so that they can clarify it. Usually, employees can be assumed to have the skills to resolve things once they are clear about their reactions. Unattended to, they can withdraw from those who may want to help them.  Some employees are able to accommodate stress, but this can be at the expense of important aspects of their life. After a period of time they may develop blunted emotions, chronic alert states, changed expectations for life (pessimism, bitterness), they may become antisocial, stop talking and interacting, narrow their scope of life, and abandon the wish for happiness. These employees often remain in their work and may have very harsh expectations of others. They may appear to lack sensitivity to the needs of their co-workers and the people they are there to help.

Critical Incident Stress Management

Critical Incident Management

The term critical incident stress management (CISM) is used to define a set of

arrangements that are initiated by an incident and draw on pre-established protocols

and procedures to ensure that all aspects of the staff’s needs are met. It includes:
· Pre-incident.

· During incident.

· Post-incident.
It is important to note that all of the following arrangements are often dynamic and may need to be modified or changed throughout the course of the incident and/or the incident recovery.

Pre-Incident
Pre-incident strategies can include:

· All agencies have a clear understanding of the importance of the personal and business benefits of CISM.
· Training managers in CIS management principles ensures that they recognize CIS

and are able to manage the employee stress-related aspects successfully.
· Educating employees about CIS, debriefing and interventions are necessary.
During Incident
The trauma of CIS can be minimized by:

· Timely intervention to reduce uncertainty, loss of control and disorganization.
· Re-establishing employees’ work functions to the greatest extent possible.
· Resuming as much normality as possible as soon as appropriate to provide

structure and familiarity.
· Providing information to ensure employees understand the event and what will be expected of them.
· Encouraging emotional support.
· Assuring employees’ reactions are normal to the incident.
· Providing information on CIS and the management responses that will be undertaken.

· Convening a recovery system that will continue to monitor employee needs.

Post-Incident (Immediately following)

The importance of social support:

Social support can be defined as a sense of identification with others that allows the

individual to feel that the critical incident experience is not carried alone. Support

involves a sense of longing, understanding, empathy and acceptance.

Social support is recognized as one of the most important protective factors against

the impact of stress in almost any circumstances. People are less likely to suffer

physical, emotional or other stress symptoms if they receive timely and appropriate social support.
The technique of social support is important to ensure that the support is actually felt as helpful. The following points have been found to provide effective support:      
· Provide social support as soon as possible.

· Do things  with the affected person ,but be sensitive to their need to be alone.

· Provide practical backup for routine responsibilities that are often very hard to

perform when suffering from CIS.

· Encourage different support systems (management, personal, professional, family).

Post Incident (Within the first 24 hours)
· Contact the Office of Employee Assistance for guidance, review and additional options for support.
Preventive Strategies

A great deal can be done to prevent or minimize the development of CIS before an incident occurs. All those factors that make for a good work environment and satisfaction in the job help prevent stress. Work satisfaction, good relationships among colleagues, meaningful work, good communication between mangers and staff, high morale, good social support, and valuation of workers’ efforts all create an environment in which stress can be well managed.

·  The role of proper training and regular supervision create the opportunity for

responsibilities to be shared and for workers to feel that they are supported by the

organization in their activities.  Education in CIS before the event ensures that workers are in a position to recognize early signs and take appropriate action. Major factors in the production of stress are the uncertainty and anxiety that accompany symptoms which are not well understood. Handouts describing the basic facts and strategies are an important part of this.  

Good management practices involve clear lines of accountability and responsibility, backup by senior managers and the opportunity to give and receive feedback.  These assist staff to see their actions and experiences within a context that limits their personal responsibility and liability, and enables them to feel they are part of a larger system that will support their efforts.
Definitions

· Demobilization

A demobilization is intended to assist staff to make the transition from the state of

high stimulation associated with the incident to a more normal one.  It does not attempt to explore or analyze the experience itself.  A demobilization is a structured meeting conducted by a manager who is not immediately affected by the incident.
· Defusing

A defusing is intended to terminate the incident psychologically, bring the experience of the incident to a conclusion, allow opportunity to express immediate concerns, and clarify what is possible in relation to the events or actions involved.
A defusing consists of a structured session held before staff leave the scene or at

the end of the shift. It aims to intervene before CIS processes have become established and to provide a framework in which the recovery can occur. A defusing is designed to be informal and responsive to the individuals and the situation.  When practical this is provided by the onsite manager and at other times it can be provided the Employee Assistance Counselor.

· Debriefing

Debriefing is a process provided by Employee Assistance Counselors to assist people to use their abilities to overcome the effects of a critical incident.  They:

Are preventive interventions designed to reduce the likelihood of symptoms and encourage self-managed recovery to take place after the incident.
Assume that the participants are normal functional workers who have been capable of managing their lives without professional assistance and that they will continue to do so as they recover from the incident.
Provide an important opportunity for the assessment and early identification of staff who may need treatment for psychological difficulties.
Promote group support and initiate personal integration of the experience.

Are intended as a normal operational procedure for managing critical incidents, and do not imply any form of disability, weakness or unsuitability in the workers.

Counselor Assessment and Establishment of Debriefing
(Attachment 2 – Protocol))
1. Consult Supervisor or Management re: Incident

The very first matter to attend to is to assess the need for an onsite presence by the Consultant and thereafter evaluate the need for a debriefing.

Consider:

· Nature of incident

· Impact on employees
· Stress responses of employees

· Stress level of the caller and does this need to be managed first.

Do they want debriefing or know what it is?

Are there other vulnerability or predisposing factors?

Has incident finished or not?

2. Assess Nature and State of Employee Support Structures
· If any support has been provided, what has it been?

· Prior to the CI, what was the state of the team?

· Determine participation of non-witnessing management on individual basis.

· Are social structures formal or informal?

3. Assess the Need for Debriefing or Defusing

Consider:
· Recency of Event.

· Potential number of employees involved.

· Severity of Impact

· Is CI natural or man made; i.e., a tornado vs. a murder
4. Advise Management on Context For Debriefing

Develop effective supports if not present
Consider:

· Management priorities for staff needs

· Management strategies to reduce stress
· How the service will be introduced?
5. Plan the Delivery of the Service

Consider:

· Timing

· Defusing/support if needed.
· Groups involved by approximate number of employees.
· Need for separate or multiple groups

· Need for individual sessions or follow-up

· What should be said to employees by management
Who Should Attend

In principle, everyone involved or affected by the incident should be invited to attend the debriefing group.  Participation is strictly voluntary. However, there may be reasons to provide more than one opportunity so that groups with different levels of involvement or affiliations can debrief separately. An employee who has been assaulted or who is at the center of an incident may not feel able to

attend a group debriefing and may require individual counseling instead. Also, an employee who may be subject to legal or disciplinary action after an incident may best be served individually.  Although attendance by any level of management can be beneficial, this is only so if employees feel safe to express themselves freely.  Where there is uncertainty about anyone’s attendance, this should be openly discussed as the first issue in the debriefing
Timing of the Session

Debriefing assists in integrating stressful experiences and dealing with normal reactions. Therefore, it is not appropriate to undertake it immediately after a serious incident when participants are still in shock and trying to grasp what has happened, or have not yet recovered from their initial state of stimulation. At this stage, people may not retain much of what is said and are unlikely to be able to undertake the cognitive activity necessary to integrate the experience and evaluate their reactions. They are also unlikely to benefit fully from the educational aspect of the session. The appropriate intervention for this stage is defusing. Sometimes an effective defusing means a debriefing is not required.

Debriefing works best between 24 to 72 hours after the event when participants have begun to clarify their experience, and initiate their coping strategies. 
In-Session Management
The sessions need to occur in a place and time that is free from distraction and interruption, and enables participants to involve themselves fully in the process. It is important that arrangements are made to maintain agency operations without placing demands on participants.  Pagers, telephone calls and other interruptions should be avoided.
6.  Potential Problem Areas

· Will confidentiality be honored?

· Does upper level management support CISM
· Are there any Management/employee conflicts?
· Are there any Intra-group conflicts?

· Are there unaffected but curious employees wanting to attend; i.e., security, HR?
Planning Debriefing Sessions

(Attachment 5- Procedure))
Confidentiality

This is a necessary condition of successful debriefing and should include the content of the session and the participants. No records should be kept by the agency, and it should not be recorded on personnel files that a debriefing has been attended. The

session should be clearly separated administratively, and in fact from any investigation, supervision or other formal processes related to the incident. 
Summary of Demobilization, Defusing and Debriefing
The Nature of Critical Incident Stress

Critical incident stress is a physical and psychological response to an incident that presents an employee or team with complex, intense or threatening situations, and requires the mobilization of an unusual intensity of emotional energy and professional skill. It causes a high degree of neurological arousal that involves important chemical changes in the brain and behavioral and emotional changes (Mitchell & Everly, 1993). During the incident, there is a preference to take in only the most critical information and neglect those aspects that may not be crucial for the immediate demands of the situation. Important emotional considerations (such as self-preservation) may be temporarily disregarded. The sense of time is often distorted, memory for sequence becomes confused, and many details of the event are misunderstood or overlooked. Consequently, people usually lack a clear and coherent understanding of the events and their

role in them. These inconsistencies interfere with the capacity to process and integrate the experience. The unresolved aspects tend to generate ongoing stress, conflict and undermine the ability to come to terms with the event.
Long-Term Consequences of Unresolved Critical Incident Stress

It is common for the person in CIS to remain in this state for some period of time (in severe circumstances, such as traumatic stress, this may last weeks and not fully subside for a long time). Whereas normal stress responses, usually rapidly subside when time off or other rest and recreational activities are undertaken, it is common for CIS or traumatic

stress responses to remain active or recur for long periods. Recovery may then be gradual and complicated by other events that occur during this period. In severe cases, recovery often consists of adapting to the worst symptoms or restricting activities to avoid reminders. While some aspects of a person’s functioning may not be affected by their

continuing CIS responses, other aspects may be greatly affected and result in reduced enjoyment of work or life, constriction of social life or changed emotional attitudes.
Other Impacts of Critical Incident Stress

Where there is inadequate resolution of the incident for an individual, continuing difficulties tend to undermine work performance, personal identity, family relationships and social life, and lead to increased susceptibility to ill health. The factors affecting such outcomes are the nature of the incident, the way it is managed by direct supervisors and more senior managers, the involvement of the community or media, lack of personal support networks, and pre-existing or subsequent personal vulnerabilities.

Individual Differences in Critical Incident Stress Responses

There is a wide variety of reactions that can follow from involvement in a critical incident. The particular symptoms depend on the specific nature of the incident and the nature of its impact on the person, the past experiences or other factors that determine the preparedness and resilience to the particular stressors involved. Although a range of the most common symptoms are described in attachment 8 (Signs and Symptoms of Critical Incident Stress), individuals may show other reactions that may not at first appear related to these. On investigation, however, it is often found that the unusual reactions are related to personal characteristics, past experience or some specific aspect of the incident.

Signs and Symptoms of

Critical Incident Stress
(Handouts)
There is considerable variation in the symptoms of CIS, and more personal reactions may occur based on individual factors. These reactions may be evident immediately after the incident, appear some time later, be precipitated, or reappear following another, less serious experiences. If they occur, a debriefing is likely to produce an immediate reduction in them. If they do not abate, a follow-up session should be provided and counseling or clinical intervention may be required. Traumatic stress may occur as a more serious and damaging consequence of a very serious incident.  Although it is not possible to provide a clear demarcation of these two conditions, some indication to distinguish them is provided below.
	Physical*
	Behavioral
	Mental
	Emotional

	Chills

Thirst

Fatigue

Nausea

Fainting

Twitches

Vomiting

Dizziness

Weakness

Chest pain Headaches

Elevated BP

Rapid heart rate

Muscle tremors 

Shock symptoms

Grinding of teeth

Visual difficulties

Profuse sweating

Difficulty breathing

Etc……


	Withdrawal

Antisocial acts

Inability to rest

Intensified pacing

Erratic movements

Change in social activity

Change in speech patterns

Loss or increase of appetite

Hyperalert to environment

Increased alcohol consumption

Change in usual communications

Etc…..
	Confusion

Nightmares

Uncertainty

Hypervigilance

Suspiciousness

Intrusive images

Blaming someone

Poor problem solving

Poor abstract thinking

Poor attention/decisions

Poor concentration/memory

Disorientation of time, place or person

Difficulty identifying objects or people heightened or lowered alertness

Increased or decreased awareness of surroundings 

Etc…..
	Fear 

Guilt

Grief

Panic

Denial

Anxiety

Agitation

Irritability

Depression

Intense anger

Apprehension

Emotional shock

Emotional outbursts

Feeling overwhelmed

Loss of emotional control 

Inappropriate emotional response

Etc……


*Any of these symptoms may indicate the need for medical evaluation.  When in doubt, contact a physician.


THINGS TO TRY:

· WITHIN THE FIRST 24 – 48 HOURS periods of appropriate physical exercise, alternated with relaxation will alleviate some of the physical reactions.

· Structure your time; keep busy.

· You’re normal and having a normal reaction; don’t label yourself crazy.

· Talk to people; talk is the most healing medicine.

· Be aware of numbing the pain with overuse of drugs or alcohol, you don’t need to complicate this with a substance abuse problem.

· Reach out; people do care.

· Help your co-worker as much as possible by sharing feelings and checking out how they are doing.

· Give yourself permission to feel rotten and share your feelings with others.

· Keep a journal; write your way through those sleepless hours.

· Do things that feel good to you.

· Realize those around you are under stress.

· Don’t make any big life changes.

· Do make as many daily decisions as possible that will give you a feeling of control over your life, i.e., if someone asks you what you want to eat, answer him even if you’re not sure.

· Get plenty of rest

· Don’t try to fight reoccurring thoughts, dreams or flashbacks – they are normal and will decrease over time and become less painful.

· Eat well-balanced and regular meals (even if you don’t feel like it).

FOR FAMILY MEMBERS AND FRIENDS
· Listen carefully.

· Spend time with the traumatized person.

· Offer your assistance and a listening ear if (s)he has not asked for help.

· Reassure him/her that (s)he is safe.

· Help him/her with everyday tasks like cleaning, cooking, caring for the family, minding children.

· Give him/her some private time.

· Don’t take his/her anger or other feelings personally.

· Don’t tell him/her that (s)he is “lucky it wasn’t worse;” a traumatized person is not consoled by those statements.  Instead, tell him/her that you are sorry such an event has occurred and you want to understand and assist him/her.
The Office of Employee Assistance’s Typical

Roles/Responsibilities

The Director of the Office of Employee Assistance  is responsible for the managing and developing the CISD service and the general oversight of the CISD team.

Other responsibilities include:

· Promoting the CISD service.

· Promote the education of managers and employees about the CISD Service, including why it exists, the way in which they can use it, their responsibilities.

· Evaluating requests for assistance.

Arranging an appropriate response to requests, within a timely manner.
Ensuring evaluation forms are distributed to managers at the conclusion of debriefings/defusings. 
The Director is administratively accountable to the Chief of Staff unless otherwise specified.

Issues to Consider When Returning

To The Work Site After a

Critical Incident

(Handout)
Depending upon the nature of the situation, e.g., death of an employee, some housekeeping issues may include:
· Appointments needing to be changed or canceled

· Handling employee’s incoming mail

· Handling employee’s Incoming voicemail

· Handling employee’s phone messages

· Handling employee’s messages on answering services

· Communicating information to other employees, customers, or peers who only have sporadic contact

· Other departmental specific issues
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