Critical Stress
SAFETY HELP SHEET
A critical incident can be defined as any event that has a stressful impact sufficient enough to
overwhelm the usually effective coping skills of an individual. Critical incidents are abrupt, powerful
events that fall outside the range of ordinary human experiences.
The most commonly reported reactions
after a critical incident include:

What to do immediately after a critical stress incident

Make sure you are with people. Don't go home to an empty house.
Talk about the incident with others. Discuss your feelings and reactions
Remind yourself that the event is over and that you are now safe. If
possible, get some physical exercise to burn off some of your tension
and anxiety. Restrict caffeine and other stimulants. Try to eat
something, even if you do not feel like eating. Avoid alcohol,
prescription and recreational relaxants or sleeping pills. If you cannot
sleep, get up and do something until you are tired, and then try again.

How to handle the next few days:

Do not be afraid of your feelings. Remind yourself that your reactions are
a normal result of trauma and will pass in time. Try to get back into your
normal routine as soon as possible; you may need to gradually introduce
yourself to tasks that seem difficult. If you feel uncomfortable, scared or
anxious, take some deep breaths and remind yourself that you are safe.
Be kind and patient with yourself; engage in enjoyable and relaxing
activities. Continue to talk to your family, friends and colleagues about the
trauma. Even if you feel a bit distant from other people, do not reject
genuine support. Work on your general stress levels; make sure that you
have adequate sleep, a good diet and regular exercise. Practice relaxation
techniques to help reduce nervous tension and insomnia.
Remember that accidents are more common after severe stress; be more
cautious in your activities. Allow yourself time to deal with the memories.
There may be some aspects of the experience that will be difficult, if not
impossible, to forget. If your reaction(s) continues to seriously disrupt
your life, seek appropriate help.
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Anxiety about being involved in a similar
event
Fear for the safety of yourself or loved
ones
Preoccupation about the stressful event
Avoidance of situations or thoughts that
remind you of the incident
Flashbacks where you mentally
re-experience the event
Physical symptoms: muscle tension,
fatigue, headaches, nausea, bowel
problems
Decreased interest in usual activities,
including sex and appetite
Feelings of overwhelming sadness
Disbelief at what has happened; feeling
numb, unreal, isolated, or detached from
other people
Insomnia, frequent awakening, disturbing
dreams or nightmares
Increased startle response
Problems with concentration, or memory
(especially aspects of the traumatic event)
A misperception of time
Guilt and/or self-doubt related to the
traumatic event
Anger or irritability at what has happened;
at the senselessness of it all

We can all help prevent suicide. The Lifeline provides 24/7, free and confidential support for people in distress,
prevention and crisis resources for you or your loved ones, and best practices for professionals.
1-800-273-8255 or visit https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/
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