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Critical Incident Stress

Critical incident stress is defined as a particular
kind of stress experienced by people involved
in relief activities in disasters or at the scenes
of catastrophic accidents. Occupations that
are highly susceptible to critical incident stress
include police officers, fire defense personnel,
defense force personnel, health professionals,
administrative officers, and volunteers. Disaster
relief supporters are often forced to work on
the front lines and are even said to be at even
greater risk than disaster victims for strong,
long-term stress-induced responses. Deepening
understanding of the mental health of supporters
who rush to provide assistance to disaster areas
is extremely important in terms of providing
appropriate support for disaster victims.
Basically, typical critical incident stress re-
sponses do not differ from the typical responses
of disaster victims to traumatic events. The core
symptoms are those that appear on a continuum
in acute stress disorder (ASD) and posttraumatic
stress disorder (PTSD). Symptoms of hyperarousal
include insomnia, oversensitivity, excitation, and
irritability. Symptoms of dissociation include
fragmentary memory, no sense of reality, and
dazedness. Of the symptoms of re-experiencing
traumatic events, the most well-known are flash-
backs. While undertaking relief efforts, sup-
porters encounter terrible and serious situations,
and these unpleasant experiences and images
are involuntarily re-experienced. Nightmares
are also a symptom of trauma re-experience.

Avoidance is behavior that avoids situations and
stimulants that evoke unpleasant experiences
and memories.

Another symptom that is frequently experi-
enced with critical incident stress is feelings of
guilt or wrongdoing, or helplessness or inade-
quacy. In the case of the Great East Japan Earth-
quake, too, after supporters ended their activities
in the disaster zone and returned home, many
had the experience of feeling “awful that [I]
could do nothing useful to help” or that “perhaps
this happened through some fault or wrongdoing
of [mine].” When people are faced with an over-
whelming reality, many respond more or less
in a similar manner. Therefore, it is important
for disaster relief supporters to know in advance
that all supporters experience critical incident
stress to a greater or lesser extent. Many of
these responses are normal responses to abnor-
mal circumstances, and the sufferer generally
recovers naturally over time. However, it must
be kept in mind that individuals differ in the
way and degree to which they respond to trau-
matic events.

Long-Term Effects of Critical Incident
Stress

The effects of critical incident stress may occur
not only while the supporter is carrying out
relief activities but continue long-term as well.
Supporters may develop PTSD or continue to
experience certain symptoms of PTSD. In the
case that a supporter loses a colleague or some-
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