
Peer Support and Critical Incident Stress Management 

Traumatic incidents, such as the death of a coworker, can occur in any work environment. For 
employees who are exposed to trauma, the resulting stress-related symptoms can be devastating—
impacting family relationships, work performance, and physical and mental health. Through the 
formation and maintenance of well-designed Critical Incident Stress Management (CISM) and peer 
support programs, an employer can help ensure that employees have a better opportunity to recover 
from traumatic events and reduce the likelihood of employees suffering severe long-term 
consequences, such as post-traumatic stress disorder. 

Critical Incident Stress Management 

Each employer is different, and the right approach to forming a successful CISM program will vary 
depending on a number of factors, including the nature of the work being done by employees and the 
size of the organization. A successful CISM program should be tailored to the organization, and follow a 
written plan that clearly addresses the program’s purposes and objectives, the responsibilities of the 
employer, and the services provided to employees.  

CISM programs should be comprehensive, providing preparation and training before incidents occur, 
assistance to employees in the immediate aftermath of a traumatic incident, and follow-up assessments. 
Components of a successful program may include education and training sessions for employees and 
managers, debriefing and counseling sessions conducted in the immediate aftermath of a traumatic 
event, and follow-up assessments to determine the need for long-term treatment and provide referrals, 
when necessary. These activities should be conducted or facilitated by trained professionals. 

Employers may benefit from incorporating a new CISM program into an existing Employee Assistance 
Program (employer-sponsored programs designed to assist employees with personal and work-related 
problems). This will allow employees to benefit from the coordination of services offered through CISM 
program with other forms of assistance—such as counseling services—that may be offered through the 
Employee Assistance Program. 

Peer Support 

The development of a Peer Support program can also provide critical support to employees dealing with 
traumatic incidents. Peer support programs provide employees the opportunity to talk with and obtain 
assistance from peer supporters—fellow employees who have received training to facilitate the 
assistance of their peers. Effective training programs will provide peer supporters with training on 
recognizing psychological and behavioral responses to crisis events, communicating effectively, 
conducting crisis interventions, and referring/guiding individuals to follow-up treatment where 
necessary. 

Just as with the establishment of a CISM program, peer support programs should be tailored to the 
organization and follow a written plan that clearly identifies the program’s purposes and objectives, the 
responsibilities of the employer, and the services provided. In addition to receiving professional training, 
peer supporters should be provided with clear policies regarding employee confidentiality and other 
workplace policies. Programs will likely also benefit from providing peer supporters with regular 
training, as well as access to trained professionals who can answer questions as they arise.  
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