Dealing with Critical Incident Stress in the Workplace
Management/Supervisor Training
Immediate Personal Support

When an incident has occurred, the immediate tasks are to ensure:
· That the employees’ physical and emotional needs are met.
· The sense of safety and security are re-established with whatever sense of routine

and normality is possible under the circumstances.
· The central stress factor of high stimulation needs to be addressed to allow those

involved to return to a more stable and normal level of activity.
Other Important Issues
· Police – If the Critical Incident becomes a criminal scene and the police are involved they have ultimate authority.  It is only complicating and interferes with a police investigation.  Recommendations are:

1. Contact appointing authority

2. Contact City Attorney

· Media – Depending upon the nature and the severity of the scene, the media may be present almost immediately.  General City policy is to defer all requests for media information to the departmental spokesperson or supervisor.  In the absence of a departmental spokesperson, requests of this nature should be handled directly to the Mayor’s spokesperson, Lindy Eichenbaum-Lent at 720-865-9040.
As quickly as possible after the event is over a meeting should be held to assist staff.  Management should be trained to understand the needs of staff after critical incidents and how to support them. Prior training needs to be built on to stabilize and limit the period of the event. The manager’s approach and attitude in addressing and managing the event will be a strong deterrent of how the general staff handle the event.
It is important that managers react immediately after the incident and ensure that

staff receive support as soon as possible. Staff needs for defusing and debriefing

need to be assessed as a first priority. Any delay in these services is likely to result

in stress problems in cases of acute critical incidents.  The intervention can be undertaken with the assistance of Employee Assistance Counselors trained in CIS and debriefing.
There are two types of immediate personal support:
• Demobilization  
• Defusing
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 depending on the nature and severity of the event and other logistical considerations.  An Employee Assistant Consultant may be present and aims to: 

· Restore the functioning to the organizational structures

· Clarify the circumstances of the event

· Assess staff needs

· Demonstrate care and support

· Plan for the immediate future
The meeting may be short (half an hour or so) or in some circumstances occur for an

hour or more if staff need to unwind and lower their level of stimulation.  A demobilization should be conducted as a matter of course after any serious incident or significant disruptive incident. Managers’ awareness of staff needs and responsiveness provides very tangible support in these situations.  Demobilization should be provided when the incident has concluded and before staff leave the scene or complete their shift.

When conducting a demobilization, it has been found that the following

sequence enables staff needs to be met in a safe and effective way:
1. Gather the group and summarize what has happened.
2. Ask staff if they have any questions. This leads to discussion, clarification

and personal expression.
3. Decide what will happen next in relation to the incident and make interim

arrangements for the work responsibilities.
4. Present the support arrangements for staff until the next shift (this should

include contact arrangements after hours if required).
5. Provide information on reactions and assistance available, defusing,

debriefing and so on, and the mechanisms for activating these.
6. Assess the staff members’ immediate needs for personal support and

practical help.
7. Give advice on what to do next and how staff can take care of themselves

(including handouts and contact numbers).

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. It is

usually short, though sometimes it may be longer and involve “wind down”. It provides

reflective time and a chance to talk over what staff have on their minds.

Defusing is about the workers’ states rather than the event. It is premature to be

complete, systematic or definitive about the incident at this early stage.

A defusing is conducted where the incident is particularly distressing, complex or

protracted, and where there is risk of traumatic stress. It should also be done when

there is going to be a significant break (weekend, shift change) before further

support can be offered, or when assessment of staff members may be needed. If the

incident or reactions are likely to be unusual, it is important to ensure that the details

of the events are understood, and to clarify the conduct of those involved before they

leave the workplace. 

Defusings should also be conducted if there are problems associated with management,

and where emotional support is unlikely to be available or has been impaired.

In these cases, the stress is often generated by the uncertainty that staff feel about

their conduct, or the reasons why the events unfolded. A trained debriefer (Employee Assistance Consultant) may provide this defusing assistance where the severity of the immediate stress symptoms requires information, advice or individual support.

When conducting a defusing, the Employee Assistance Consultant may:
1. Introduce themselves, work with the manager, ensure confidentiality and

explain the purpose of the meeting.

2. Ensure the event is summarized (usually by the manager or involved team

member).

3. Discuss issues arising from this account including questions and clarification.

4. This time is used to identify issues and needs, and encourage reflection.

5. Summarize what has been said and frame the event, reactions and recovery

process.

6. Provide advice on what to do until the next contact, self-management overnight,

and the availability of assistance.

7. Give advice on follow-up plans, arrangements for debriefing, referrals and

other support needs. Handout material is provided.

8. Coordinate with the manager after defusing to ensure all requirements are met

Debriefing is a process to assist people to use their abilities to overcome the effects of a   critical incidents by:
·  Forming a clear idea of the events.

·  Taking stock of the thoughts and reactions they have experienced.

·  Identifying current or likely CIS symptoms.

·  Providing information about normal stress responses to abnormal experiences.

·  Helping to organize problem-solving strategies.

·  Supporting personal needs.
Debriefings:

· 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.

Debriefings are not:

· Focused on emotions or the personal history of staff, although these are acknowledged and dealt with as they arise.

· To be confused with other processes required in managing serious incidents, such as providing immediate personal support after the incident (including demobilization and defusing) or individual counseling after the event (on a short-or long-term basis).

· Intended as a therapy, or to meet any requirements for counseling that might arise.

A debriefing session is conducted by one Employee Assistance Consultants who meet with employees involved in a group after the incident. Sufficient time is allowed to integrate issues into a shared understanding such as:
· The sequence of events leading up to, during and after the incident.

· Possible causes and repercussions of the incident.

· The incident-related experiences of individuals.

· Other work-related issues affecting the impact of the incident.

· Previous incidents or events that may have been brought to mind.

· Reactions to be expected, and how to evaluate and manage them.

The impact on an individual of any event may vary greatly, depending upon their previous experiences, emotionally stability at the moment, and myriad of individual experiences.  Regardless the same format can be undertaken in providing individual debriefing sessions. Often a complex incident requires individual members of the group to be provided with an opportunity to debrief aspects that are personal or about which

they are unable to speak freely with the group. This may apply to senior staff, those

with personal vulnerabilities that they do not wish to expose to others, and to those

most seriously affected.  Attendance of the debriefing is voluntary, but strongly encouraged.
Elements of a debriefing can include:
1. Introduce the session and outline the rules of confidentiality, non-judgment

and freedom to talk.

2. Invite the group to give an account of the incident, which is then clarified and

completed.

3. Invite participants to share their thoughts at the time of the incident or in the

time since it occurred. 

4. Review staff reactions at the time. 

5. Review stress symptoms as these form the basis for the following stage.

6. Provide focused education, advice and information to assist in understanding

and managing the symptoms.

7. Undertake problem solving for issues arising in the course of the session.  
8. Assessing the need for follow-up sessions.

Follow-Up

Some individuals may have a delayed reaction to the event. Some stress

responses develop over time and need to be understood in that light. Similar considerations apply to the provision and timing of follow-up after the initial

session.  Later sessions are likely to focus on broader issues that were activated by the incident and may deal with changes of attitude or work satisfaction.  Follow-up services will be determined by the Employee Assistant Consultant in coordination with management.  However, since it is common for critical incidents to activate personal issues, short-term counseling sessions are often required to prevent further difficulties. Sometimes these may identify other needs and facilitate referral to an appropriate service. The availability of follow-up should be seen as part of a debriefing service and guidelines providing for this should be supported in principle. 
Developing Debriefing Service Structures

Some individuals have pre-existing vulnerabilities or other problems that may have

been dormant or adequately adjusted to before the incident that may have become

aggravated by it. The Employee Assistance Consultant may consider the following services:
· The debriefing has not led to a reduction of stress reactions.

· New symptoms appear after the debriefing.

· Continuing high levels of anxiety or distress.

· Continuing depression or other clinical symptoms.

· Fear of the workplace or inability to function effectively at work.

· Continuing disruption of home life related to the incident.

· Non-improvement of stress levels.

· Bitterness, cynicism or low morale.
Delayed reactions are sometimes evident when there are exaggerated responses to

later events that may not be critical in themselves. Reactions to the accumulation of

small incidents, or a later event that resembles the earlier one without being as

severe, are other instances when follow-up sessions may be required. Anniversaries

and other occasions that may reactivate a previous incident are opportunities for

follow-up sessions.

General Debriefing Protocols

Protocols can be divided into two broad categories:
· Debriefing activations

· Debriefing management
· Employee Assistance Consultant
· Role of the manager

· Staff to be debriefed

Employee Assistance Consultant
An Employee Assistance counselor is usually the best person to activate a debriefing. They are also in the best position to identify the appropriate type of response. The need for support and rotation of coordinators must also be built into the system when demands are high.
Role of the Manager

Debriefing services are part of the organization’s commitment to ensure a high quality

service, so they should be activated by the manager as part of their support

for the affected staff group. Morale is lowered if staff are left to access debriefing by

themselves and, consequently, some fail to do so; others feel that it is being offered

as a substitute for genuine concern by management. It is essential that managers

understand the preventive nature of debriefing and do not wait until staff have had

persisting stress responses before activating it.

Staff To Be Debriefed

Attendance is probably best defined as voluntary, but encouraged as part of standard

management procedure. This should be taught in pre-incident education.

However, some staff may be unwilling to use the service if its role within

the organization is not clear. Managers may need advice from the coordinator about

· how to present the debriefing to staff to ensure they understand its role until it has

become established and accepted in the organization. Careful arrangements need

to be made for the session not to conflict with other staff duties or be outside working

hours. Private and comfortable accommodation is important.

Remaining topics of Importance:

Debriefing Management

Debriefing interventions need to be integrated into the management of the incident,

and this can only happen if the organization adopts debriefing as part of its standard

procedures for managing incidents. Educating staff and managers is necessary if

they are to make appropriate use of the service.

Managing debriefing can comprise:

· Support by organization.

· Manager training.

·  Policy development.

·  Liaison with other agencies.

·  Budgeting for training and services.

·  Integrating debriefing time into team members’ jobs.

·  Debriefing policy.
Support by Organization
Debriefing is only effective if it is accepted by the organization. The development of

the service may need to be overseen by a senior staff member who can resolve the policy issues that are raised. Since critical incidents are significant for the organization, the debriefing service needs to have adequate management support and advice.

Manager Training

To be effective, managers need to be trained in providing demobilization, recognition

of CIS, and when and how to activate defusing and debriefing. In addition, they

need to understand the important role they have in managing stress-related aspects

of the incident and providing support. Much of this training can be undertaken by the

debriefing team members in professional development and in-service activities.

Policy Development

Although debriefings are confidential, it is sometimes possible to provide feedback

to evaluate existing policies and alert managers to processes that can more effectively

assist staff’s recovery. It is important for the organization to have structures in

place that can consider policy developments.

The Boundary Between Debriefing and Management

If debriefing is to be effective, staff need to see it as not influenced by management

considerations related to the incident, but provided for their benefit rather than the

organization’s. Even if confidentiality is assured, this must be established by the

protocols for activation and accountability of the team, or staff may be concerned

that it is some sort of management tool.
Personnel Records

Debriefing needs to be independent from personnel records, and seen as something

which staff members have a right to after an incident. It is provided on the basis of

the incident and likelihood of any person being affected. Participation in debriefing

has no implications concerning the competence of staff involved. 
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