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Far too often, when contingency plans have succeeded and all data systems are healthy, there are unattended human systems that aren't well at all.

The recommendations that follow are offered with total confidence in their efficacy; for they have come through the fire, so to speak. Every one - from Hurricane Andrew to the Northridge earthquake, from the agony of deranged ex-employees with AK47s to the horrors and sadness of Oklahoma City.

It would certainly be a disaster to not learn, and learn well, from disasters - especially for the benefit of human life.

Proactive training and relationship-building, measures to alleviate adverse employee reactions in the aftermath of a traumatic event, briefings for personnel leaving and returning to a crisis-impacted worksite, and follow-up recovery goals - all outlined here - are among the most worthwhile contingency plans for human welfare, and ultimately for business well-being.

Teaming and Training

It is important that preparation as well as actions taken in the event of a crisis arise from group involvement. Varying perspectives from inside and outside the company will help ensure that all bases are covered and that judgments are legally and psychologically sound.

Include members on your crisis management team whose responsibility, expertise and training is for the "human side" of crisis. Typically, teams include representatives from human resources, safety/security, risk management, as well as legal departments. Representation from upper-level management will contribute credibility and direction.

External crisis management professionals should also be involved, and these relationships should be established in advance. In the aftermath of a traumatic incident is the worst possible time to seek dependable, effective outside assistance. Specialists in workplace violence and critical incident stress debriefing offer proven pre-crisis advice along with proactive training.

Role-played "what if" exercises are effective in formulating and practicing potential response plans. Additionally, team members and designated employees should receive training in psychological first aid and psychological triage, including the definitions, causes, and effects of traumatic stress, how to relate to victims of traumatic stress, next-of-kin notification, and crisis communication skills.

Ultimately, all personnel should be educated on the effects of traumatic stress and in ways to help oneself and others who have been impacted by a crisis event. If employees don't know what to expect, they may become frightened by their traumatic stress reactions, which may in turn cause the reactions to magnify.

Some of the usual sym-ptoms are loss of appetite, sleep disturbances and nightmares, inability to concentrate, and high levels of anxiety, fear, and fatigue.

Self-help remedies are common sense, but many people need permission to take care of themselves: Get plenty of rest, eat healthfully, refrain from drugs or alcohol, talk about feelings and reactions, and maintain a normal routine. Or, if necessary, modify living patterns - slow down pace, eliminate unnecessary activities, build in "down time" for relaxation.

termath Advice

While each incident is unique, certain universal steps taken in the aftermath of a traumatic event can mitigate negative reactions.

While it may seem kinder to simply let employees go home, people suffering from traumatic stress do not need isolation. They need structure, peer support, facts and information. If these immediate concerns are well met, recovery will be greatly aided.

Make every effort to identify and assist "at risk" employees - those who are deeply affected by traumatic stress. These people need to be separated from the disaster scene - but not isolated. Move them to a safe environment, under the care of counselors or friends, and assess the need for professional traumatic stress intervention.

Mandatory group debriefings allow for emotional venting, reaction sharing and "normalizing," as well as other therapeutic and educational exposure to reduce stress and accelerate recovery. Such sessions should be led by professionals who are trained and experienced in traumatic stress intervention. Private interviews may be necessary for at-risk individuals.

Outside crews should be enlisted to clean up incident scenes, as this activity can be highly stressful for affected employees. Allow employees to visit the scene, however, to aid the grieving process.

Provide outreach for hospitalized victims and their families through an assigned company liaison. A liaison team might consist of volunteers from all levels of the organization who are known for their interpersonal skills and ability to manage well under stress. Senior management should accompany on visits to employees sustaining critical injuries as well as families of fatalities.

In the event of employee death, communicate company policy for funeral attendance. Consider providing company-arranged memorial services, especially when funerals are a distance from the company location, and establishing trust funds for victims' families.

What's the Word?

One of the crisis management team's biggest responsibilities is determining information appropriate to share with the public and the manner in which it is disseminated. Because the company will be under strict scrutiny following a disaster, it's important to control the flow of information externally. Legal counsel and outside consultants are key players in this task.

Affected employees and family members - stressed, stunned, dazed and confused following a traumatic incident - are to be guarded from media contact, and instructed not to comment if approached. Media relations and communication to other outside sources are to be handled by the appropriate company spokespersons only.

Receptionists and others with public exposure need careful instructions in what to say and do. These employees may be under particularly heavy stress. Consider short shifts, or relief from duty.

If feasible, log all calls to track their volume and source. This will yield information regarding staffing requirements and may indicate a need for additional communications or other management action to address caller concerns and questions.

Internally, maintaining communication is crucial. Employees have a great need for information and facts following a traumatic incident, and they need this directly from management - truthfully, accurately, and completely.

Departure De-Briefing

Management-led de-escalation meetings provide much-needed information, predictability, and reasonable measures of stress reduction to help prepare employees for the transition from the crisis-impacted worksite to their homes.

Mandatory attendance assures company-wide acknowledgement of a traumatic incident's significance and that everyone is affected to varying degrees. Though things may still be chaotic and some details unknown, employees need as many facts about the incident as possible. Dispel rumors.

All need to be aware that they may well experience strong emotional and possibly physical reactions to the event - sleep and appetite disturbance, flashbacks, anxiety, etc. - and that these are normal. Others will be experiencing the same or similar reactions.

Review the common physical, behavioral, emotional, and cognitive signs and symptoms of traumatic stress. A prepared handout will help personnel understand common symptoms.

Have everyone fill out a crisis information form, which generally lists physical and emotional reactions to traumatic stress and asks employees to rate the degree to which they are experiencing them. These forms can also solicit feedback for management. Their purpose is to help identify at-risk individuals and to assess the general state of the employee base.

Business as Unusual

People experiencing reactions of shock, confusion, and dissociation (feeling dazed) are at risk of accidents. Provide transportation for them; don't let them drive. Obtain medical assistance as appropriate.

If the incident was highly traumatic, consider a "buddy" system. Pair off names and phone numbers and have employees call their counterparts starting on the evening of the incident to check up on each other. The program may continue as long as necessary. Anyone concerned about their buddy should know whom to call for assistance - a human resources representative, for example.

In the departure de-briefing, carefully explain company expectations. Ideally, employees should return to work the next day, or as quickly as worksite conditions permit. With emphasis on meeting personal as well as atypical business needs, it won't quite be "business as usual." But encourage attendance nonetheless.

Elicit questions and concerns. Discuss with as much detail as possible. Address unfounded concerns. Offer to remain after the general meeting for the benefit of anyone wishing to discuss individual matters with you. If necessary, assign others who are capable of fielding questions and concerns in private.

The Morning After

Management briefing meetings, typically held the morning after an incident, should be offered as the initial processing step for employees returning to work. Attendance should be mandatory. If not, employees may avoid the meetings as unwanted reminders of the incident and miss out on important benefits.

Accommodating large groups, these meetings are best received when conducted by senior-level management. As appropriate, include specific management representatives to address technical information, special human resource provisions, updates on victim conditions, etc.

Share condolences. Inform. Tell everything possible and appropriate: all known information, in detail, about the incident, the victims, and families; management actions since the incident, and that to come; what employees can expect, and what is expected of them.

Provide information on any planned events, programs, etc. If traumatic stress professionals are to come on site for employee counseling through group debriefing sessions, explain and provide scheduling.

Arranging and encouraging two-way communication will assist in monitoring any escalating employee outrage as well as in rumor control. It's extremely important for employees to be told how and when they will be kept informed. Ongoing avenues for communication may include bulletin boards, company e-mail, take-home handouts, and announcement broadcast systems.

Allow time for questions and answers, or for other input from employees. Be sure they feel heard and that they realize their input and concerns are taken seriously. Establish an "open door" policy for anyone with follow-up questions and concerns. Express appreciation for all who are assisting throughout the crisis, and offer sincere and confident encouragement for employees as well as for the company.

Recovery Paths

If an incident has not been exceedingly traumatic, and if management has carefully addressed employee needs, full recovery is often experienced quickly. The shared experience and the camaraderie that typically develop in crisis response can be a positive derivative from a difficult time.

Follow-up for this type of incident should include continued two-way communications as well as vigilance for any employees who may still need assistance. Warning signs include absenteeism; sullen, withdrawn manner; agitation, anger; or other changes from normal behavior.

For highly traumatic incidents, work with intervention professionals to implement a phase-in plan, moving appropriately from an emphasis on personal concerns to an emphasis on company concerns.

Additional follow-up guidance from specialists also should include handouts or other materials to aid in recognizing and assisting employees who continue (or re-experience) traumatic stress reactions and symptomology. 
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Early Intervention Crucial for Crisis Response Team Businesses are becoming increasingly aware of the impact that crises have upon an organization's human functional capacities, and that mental health professionals may not be available to intervene at the workplace until sometime later. However, protection of personnel who perform a company's immediate emergency response and disaster recovery activities depends on earlier intervention. Inadequate functional capacities on the part of individuals and groups charged with response and recovery tasks can have wide-ranging systemic effects. Businesses prepared to mitigate early reactions to a catastrophic event can avoid a spread of trauma throughout the entire organization. For example, response seriously compromised by impaired functioning could convey a sense that the organization has insufficiently cared for human life and safety. Similarly, recovery activities compromised by impaired functioning might suggest that the organization has insufficiently ensured its business survival, and that employee incomes are now jeopardized. Such perceptions, in turn, can introduce new risk factors into the overall traumatogenic processes, resulting in a collective impairment in the functioning of groups, social systems, and business enterprises. Timely, appropriate trauma intervention avoids tremendous cumulative psychosocial damages and cost.  - Dr. Monty Clouse, Dr. Killorin Riddell; Trauma Intervention Specialists (Beverly Hills, CA)

Elements of an Effective Response Strategy Crisis management team  Advance response preparation - practice, anticipate, plan  Communication - to employees and to the public  Management-led de-escalation meetings  Critical incident stress de-briefings (psychological first aid)  Understanding and addressing post-traumatic stress reactions  Getting back to work

Trauma Intervention Tips Most effective if initiated within the first 24 to 72 hours after a traumatic incident.  Respond according to the severity of the incident. Smaller, less shocking events will require a different response strategy than will a more substantial, more alarming situation.  Make all meetings mandatory. It's not uncommon for those who need help most to be the ones less likely to seek it.  Communicate! Give employees as much information as possible.  Do not hesitate to seek the assistance of outside professionals experienced in post-crisis response.  Be proactive. Prepare for crises before they occur.

Psychological First Aid: Comfort, Support Company training programs for emergency response must base intervention upon an understanding of employee experiences as a state of crisis, in which capacities for cognitive evaluation and integration of emotional responses are adversely affected. In an early 1960s report, psychologist Gerald Caplan describes crisis as a "psychological disequilibrium in a person who confronts a hazardous circumstance that for him constitutes an important problem that he can, for the time being, neither escape nor solve with his customary problem-solving resources." Caplan suggests that if external support is unavailable, tension mounts to a point where major dysfunctions in behavior develop, or loss of emotional control occurs. In the immediate hours following a catastrophic event, comfort and support must be priorities in the response to employee psychosocial needs. Along with the obvious inherent values of support, it alerts people to the presence- even at such an early stage - of a support team. And establishing a model may make it easier for employees to reveal distress to family and friends. Early proactive outreach to anyone who may be affected by trauma is essential, rather than waiting for individuals to be identified by mental health professionals or to be self-referred into treatment. Providing comfort in a sensitive contact approach, beginning immediately after the event, can mitigate more serious psychological injury.  - Dr. Monty Clouse, Dr. Killorin Riddell; Trauma Intervention Specialists (Beverly Hills, CA)

