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Introduction
A violent, armed robbery. A “near miss” that

almost costs workers their lives. An intruder
who threatens or intimidates staff. An on-the-job
accident that injures, maims, or kills a worker.
These are examples of “critical incidents” that
may rock a workplace.

The tragic results of these incidents can
have consequences that reach beyond those
workers directly injured or shaken up. Workers
who witnessed the incident, or who know the
people involved, may suffer extreme emotional
upsets. Workers may become distracted and
unable to concentrate on work — so much so
that they pose a risk to the safety of themselves
and others. Some workers may have feelings of
anger, fear, or guilt. Others may feel responsible
for the incident or may blame themselves for
not doing more to prevent the incident or help
the victims.

Because critical incidents may seriously
affect the emotional well-being of workers, it’s
important employers respond to these incidents
appropriately and effectively.

In a question-and-answer format, this
pamphlet explains what a critical incident is
and how employers can help workers suffering
from critical incident stress. This pamphlet also
provides an outline for subsequent follow-up to
a critical incident. Provided at the end of this
pamphlet are some resources for coping with
critical incident stress at work. The information
in this pamphlet can be used to help deal with a
critical incident or to prepare procedures in
advance of an actual critical incident.
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What is a critical incident?
A critical incident is a workplace event —

like an accident, injury, fatality, or robbery —
that causes emotional or psychological trauma
in people exposed to the incident directly, or
even indirectly. It is a sudden, powerful event
outside the range of normal experience — and
outside workers’ control. A critical incident
will often overwhelm a worker’s ability to
function in a normal way by causing strong
emotional reactions.

A critical incident is an event — like an
accident, injury, fatality, or robbery — that
causes extreme upset in the workplace.

What is critical incident stress?
People who experience a traumatic event may

be left feeling upset and shaken. Some common
reactions to a highly stressful event are:
• Feeling jumpy, anxious, moody, or irritable
• Having difficulty concentrating, making

decisions, or thinking clearly
• Having trouble going near the accident

scene or to places that trigger memories of
the accident or incident
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• Having trouble being around people
• Having difficulty being alone

People may experience some or all of these
reactions. These reactions are normal responses
to stressful or abnormal events.

However, in some cases, people may feel
overwhelmed and unable to cope with day-to-
day demands. They may feel numb, shocked,
abandoned, and helpless. Some workers may
have trouble sleeping. Some may stay away
from work. Workers’ home lives and personal
relationships may suffer — workers may take
their feelings of guilt, powerlessness, or anger
out on their families. Some may withdraw, or
turn to drugs and alcohol. In other cases,
workers may suffer from nightmares or have
flashbacks to the event — often fearing the
event will happen again.

After a critical incident, workers’ feelings
about their jobs and the workplace can be
seriously affected. Workers may become disillu-
sioned with their workplace if they believe that
their problems are not being taken seriously, or
that they are not being given adequate support.

The whole workplace suffers after a critical
incident — effects may include poor morale,
decreased productivity, increased accidents and
sick time, higher disability claims, and greater
staff turnover.

What can an employer do if a critical
incident occurs at the workplace?

Employers can effectively manage critical
incidents with clear policies and procedures
that centre on a humane, sensitive response
to workers.
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To reduce the intense reactions of workers
to the incident, and assist them in returning to
routine duties, employers could organize a
critical incident intervention (CII) such as
defusing and debriefing sessions (see
pages 4–6). Participation in these sessions by
workers should be voluntary.

A critiquing session and an in-depth
corporate review of how a critical incident was
handled should also be held, following the
intervention. These steps will help ensure that
adequate policies and emergency procedures
are in place in the future. Critiquing sessions
and corporate reviews are described on
pages 6–8.

The needs of those affected by a critical
incident, and the availability of resources, may
vary. In some cases, workers may receive both a
defusing and debriefing session. In other cases,
neither may occur, but the employer will hold a
critiquing session and corporate review of the
incident. In yet other cases, all four steps —
defusing and debriefing sessions, a critiquing
session, and a corporate review — will take place.

Employers should prepare for a critical
incident now by reviewing how to respond to an
emergency, before one actually occurs.

What is a defusing session?
A defusing session is a short (30–45 minute),

non-judgmental session where one or more
workers affected by the incident meets with a
trained leader (called a defuser). Defusings
should be held within 6 to 8 hours of the event.
Participants remain anonymous; they will not
be named in any defusing reports. The defuser
will explain to workers the physical, emotional,
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and mental reactions that they are, or may soon
be, experiencing. They also provide information
on how workers can take care of their emo-
tional and physical health and the resources
that are available to workers who require more
assistance. This may also be an opportunity for
the defuser to determine the need for a debrief-
ing session.

It is essential that only experienced people
who are specially trained conduct a defusing.
The leader of a defusing may be:
• A peer support person (a worker who has

been trained to offer support to co-workers
in crisis)

• Professional support people on a CIS
(critical incident stress) team (such as
through emergency services)

• A qualified service provider

What is a debriefing session?
You may have heard of or are using the term

critical incident stress debriefing (CISD), which
is an individual or group process in which one
or more service providers help the affected
worker(s) cope with the continuing effects of a
traumatic incident. A CISD should occur within
24 to 72 hours after the event. Participation is
voluntary and workers remain anonymous.

The purpose of the debriefing is to alleviate
the trauma of affected workers and speed up
their recovery process. Debriefing focuses on the
well-being of the workers; it does not attempt to
find the cause of the incident or assign blame.
The intent of the debriefing is to address and
respond to the emotional and psychological
consequences resulting specifically from the
workplace incident. For example, it is not
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appropriate to discuss labour relations issues or
emotional issues not related to the incident.

Debriefings should be led by trained, qualified
professionals who can guide strong emotions
such as guilt, sadness, or anger that workers
may be experiencing.

Defusing and debriefing sessions are not
“therapy” and are not a substitute for therapy.
Individuals requiring further support should be
directed to a mental health professional.

Defusing and debriefing sessions — led by a
trained specialist — can help workers deal
with strong emotions like guilt, sadness,
and anger.

What is a critiquing session?
In a critiquing session, employers, supervi-

sors, and workers together review all aspects of
the critical incident. The critiquing session aims
to uncover deficiencies in the handling of the
incident, and provide corrective solutions. A
critiquing session should be held a few weeks
after the incident and examine:
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• The way the incident was handled. (Who
responded? How was First Aid notified?)

• How the incident could have been handled
better. (Did help arrive quickly?)

• How the event could have been prevented.
(Would better security have stopped the
incident?)

• The effectiveness of the critical incident
intervention. (What was the overall percep-
tion of the effectiveness of the intervention?)

• Related company policies. (Is there a
contingency plan for emergencies?)

• Related safety regulations. (Was a safety
regulation ignored?)

• Related safe work procedures. (Was a
current safe work procedure incomplete? Is
a modified procedure needed?)

What is a corporate review
of a critical incident?

Within 30 days of an incident, an employer
should conduct a broad review of all the steps
taken in response to the incident including:
• First aid. (How did first aid attendants

perform?)
• Emergency procedures. (Do emergency

procedures address this type of situation?)
• Critical incident intervention. (Are trained

specialists available on short notice for
interventions?)

• Accident investigation. (Who investigates the
accident? Was an investigation done?)

• Corrective, preventive responses. (What new
policies or procedures will be put in place to
prevent a similar incident from happening?)

• Claims management. (Are workers receiving
adequate follow-up care while on a claim?)



8

The purpose of the corporate review is
to assess:
• The suitability of the company’s procedures.

(Are the procedures effective?)
• How the company responded. (Is there room

for improvement?)
• Other corrective, preventive steps that

should be put in place.
This review does not replace an accident

investigation. A separate accident investigation
must still be undertaken to determine the cause
of the incident.

A critical incident at the workplace can be
disturbing and even devastating, but swift
intervention may minimize the impact on
workers. By effectively managing a critical
incident, an employer will help workers return
to their regular routine.

Because critical incidents may seriously
affect the emotional well-being of workers,
it’s important employers respond to these
incidents appropriately and effectively.
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Resources for Coping with Critical
Incident Stress at Work
Video on critical incidents

In cooperation with MacMillan-Bloedel and the
Communications, Energy & Paperworkers’ Union
(Local 76), the WCB has produced a video called
Aftermath — An Initial Response to Critical Incidents.
This 18-minute video explains how workers may react
to a critical incident and shows how a session led by a
trained specialist is effective at reducing the anxiety
and stress related to the incident.

This video was produced for awareness only, and is
not a training aid. To emphasize that people respond
differently to a critical event, the session depicted in the
video contains elements of both defusing and debriefing.

To borrow or purchase the video, contact WCB’s
Publications and Videos section:

Phone: 604 276-3068
Fax: 604 279-7406
Toll-free within B.C.: 1 800 661-2112, local 3068
E-mail: pubvid@wcb.bc.ca

WCB assistance
The WCB coordinates critical incident interventions

for work-related traumatic events. If you have any
questions or wish to arrange an intervention, please
contact the critical incident response coordinator at
604 276-5188 or call toll-free within B.C. at 1 800 661-
2112, local 5188. For urgent or after-hours calls, please
phone the emergency pager toll-free at 1 888 922-3700.
Your call will be answered immediately between the
hours of 9:00 a.m. and 11:00 p.m., seven days a week.

Training
Canadian Traumatic Stress Network (CTSN):

Phone: 1 866 288-2876
E-mail: President@ctsn-rcst.ca

Kwantlen College:
Phone: 604 599-2905
E-mail: cereg@kwantlen.bc.ca

Justice Institute of B.C.:
Phone: 604 528-5623
E-mail: jamos@jibc.bc.ca
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