
should not be declined based upon how 

you feel about your need for it, but rather 

should be considered based on the nature 

of the event itself. Like using proper 
equipment or taking steps to prevent infec-

tion from biohazards, participating in a 

CISD is a professional responsibility to 

help prevent your diminished capacity as a 

first responder. 
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What You May Not Know 
These are common reactions by first re-

sponders who refuse to attend or would 

rather not participate in critical incident 

stress debriefings. 
 

Critical incidents produce natural physio-

logical stress responses that you may not 

think are harmful. Nevertheless, these 

events may produce harmful physical and 

psychological effects shortly after an 

event—or over longer periods of time—if 

they are not effectively managed. Critical 

incident stress (sometimes called horrible 

knowledge) can be viewed as an assault on 

the brain. A CISD uses the mechanism of 
group work combined with nonjudgmental 

presence of your peers to decrease the like-

lihood of harm following critical incident 

stress. 

 

A CISD is the most accepted and best-

researched approach to helping first re-

sponders and victims of critical incident 

stress. Dismissing the need for a CISD if 

you are a first responder is similar to refus-

ing treatment for a physical injury because 

you think you don’t need it. A CISD 

Those who are adversely affected by criti-

cal incident stress may withdraw emotion-

ally from others around them, particularly 

significant others.  
 

Your ability to feel close, communicate 

feelings, or experience intimacy with 

those you love, particularly a spouse or 

other partner, may be seriously impeded 

by unmanaged and repeated experiences 

of critical incident stress. “He (she) never 

talks to me!” is a common complaint 

among spouses of first responders. Obvi-

ously, critical incident stress can contrib-

ute to relationship struggles. 
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If 
 you are a first responder, then you 

have heard about critical incident 

stress and have had critical incident stress 

debriefings (CISDs) made available to you 
after “bad calls.” Do you tend to reject 

these meetings or consider them an annoy-

ance? Do you consider yourself “just fine,” 

so the motivation to participate is minimal? 

Do you “skip out” in favor of grabbing a 

few beers after shift in order to deal with 

the bad call? 

  Don’t Say “No!” to a  
    Critical  

Incident Stress  
Debriefing 

“Participating in a CISD is a professional 

responsibility to prevent your diminished 

capacity as a first responder.” 

Not a “Do It Yourself” Thing 

“Brushing it off” is not an effective means 

of managing critical incident stress. The 

goals of CISDs are preventative. A criti-

cal incident can contribute to mental 

health problems, substance abuse, depres-
sion, relationship difficulties, posttrau-

matic stress disorder, and even suicide.  

 

Other effects may include sleep disorders, 

heart problems, elevated blood pressure, 

or gastrointestinal problems. 

“He Never Talks to Me.”  

Alcohol Use and Bad Calls 

Using alcohol alone or with peers after a 

critical incident is a risky activity that can 

interfere with your brain’s ability to effec-

tively manage critical incident stress. The 

need for first responders to “be together” 
after a bad call is normal and the compan-

ionship is helpful, but combining this with 

drinking post-incident can reduce neu-

rologic healing and increase risk for the 

adverse consequences arising from critical 

incident stress. Note: If you have a family 

history of alcohol use disorders or at are 

risk for acquiring alcoholism or drug de-

pendence, drinking alcohol can increase 

your susceptibility and your risk of acquir-

ing these illnesses.  

Protect Yourself.  

— Save More Lives. 

A CISD is an effective outlet to manage 

thoughts, emotions, feelings, visual impact, 

memories, and personal beliefs or guilt 

about your role as a first responder to a 

critical incident. Close association with 
fellow first responders is powerful and 

healing, and it is what makes a CISD effec-

tive.  

 

Don’t wait to make up your mind about 

going to a CISD. Many factors may con-

tribute to your decision to refuse, but if 

there were a bumper sticker slogan to sum 

up the importance of a CISD, it would be 

“Just Go.” 


