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Critical incident stress management (CISM) is designed for counselors, therapists, and practitioners to assist with the mental health effects of individual and groups who deliver disaster recovery services.  Emphasis is placed on recognizing symptoms of stress, strategies to mitigate emotional impact, and identifying additional behavioral health and program resources to manage work-related stress.  It is designed towards improving workers’ health, productivity, coping and morale by reducing or controlling work stress.

Disaster recovery personnel work under high demand and stressful situations which may overwhelm the individual’s emotional coping capabilities. Compassion fatigue, which is a form of secondary trauma, interferes with work performance, such as slowed response and reactions, and ability to function.  This may lead to suicide or line of duty death. Secondary traumatization among disaster workers is inevitable with continued exposure to stressful encounters, longer work hours and insufficient breaks from stresssors. 

It is important to understand that disaster response and recovery workers experience secondary trauma in their everyday work life.  Trauma comes from constantly working in, around and dealing with situations involving human tragedy, death, and injury which contribute to secondary trauma. CISM identify three phases in disaster work that each contain different sources of stressors.  Phase one is the beginning of a disaster response where there is a high demand for information and action. Stressors can include extended work hours, conflict in communication and uncertainty in scale of disaster, suicidal threats and ideation at disaster site or call center.  Phase two is part of the recovery process that is continued.  Recovery operations must be maintained due to increased calls to helpline which may result in longer work hours and increased casework.  At phase two, technical issues and conflicts in decision making and planning between federal, state and local government increase confusion and stress.  Phase three involves stressors near the end of disaster recovery.  There is a decline in all work.  In all phases, the different stressors may cause disaster workers to internalize the crisis and manifest detrimental behavior. The manifestation of stress could be characterized as mood swings, forgetfulness, tiredness, change in appetite, self-doubt, negativity, guilt, or difficulty concentrating.  In order to address these issues, CISM recommends services such as individual, group or management consultation, needs assessment, and referrals to programs and seminars to better manage stress and enhance performance.   
Programs and strategies to reduce stress are valuable tools. Knowing the signs and having access to stress relief services such as counseling and empathic listening will benefit disaster recovery workers under stress.  Guided group fantasy practice, tension reduction techniques, seminars and programs can be used to increase coping ability along with group assessment and demonstration and breathing exercises. Another strategy that can be beneficial towards reducing stress is engagement with positive copers such as family and support structures, mental, physical, spiritual, or other interpersonal relationship support.  Using diversions such as hobbies, music, and play helps to reduce stress. Other tips about managing stress are being self-aware in relation to stress, being more assertive, having better time management, avoiding depression, taking the time to relax, valuing and developing meaningful relationships, working to control and reduce anger, continuing to develop skill sets, staying fit and watching your diet.  And lastly, the Ten Commandments offer suggestions on how to self-manage stress.  One, organize your life to more effectively handle stress.  Two, use your surroundings to better support your position. Three, be positive. Four, plan a reward for yourself. Five, keep yourself healthy and productive through exercise. Six, take time to meditate. Seven, make sure to take breaks and a good night’s rest.  Eight, be aware of your stress signals. Nine, eat healthy. Ten, enjoy life.  Stress management is about recognizing the stress disaster workers are under and providing the resources and ability to effectively control or reduce it. 
