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This guide supports managers in the immediate aftermath of a critical incident. It does not replace emergency services, professional medical or psychological advice, or your organisation's health and safety procedures. In an emergency, always call 999 first.
SECTION 01
About this Guide

A critical incident is any sudden, distressing event that has the potential to overwhelm a person's normal ability to cope. As a manager, how you respond in the first hours and days has a significant impact on your team's recovery. This guide gives you a practical, step-by-step framework - it is not about being a counsellor, but about leading with calm, care and clarity.
SECTION 02
What Counts as a Critical Incident

•   The death of a colleague, whether at work or otherwise.
•   A serious accident, injury or medical emergency in the workplace.
•   Acts of violence, aggression, robbery or threats.
•   A suicide or attempted suicide affecting the team.
•   A fire, flood, natural disaster or major evacuation.
•   Witnessing or being involved in a distressing event, including exposure to trauma through the nature of the work.


SECTION 03
Immediate Response - The First Hour

▪ Make Safety the Priority
Ensure the immediate physical safety of everyone. Call emergency services (999) where there is any risk to life or serious injury. Do not put yourself or others at further risk.
▪ Take Control Calmly
1.   Secure the area and remove people from any ongoing danger.
2.   Account for everyone - know who is present, affected or missing.
3.   Provide first aid within the limits of your training and summon qualified help.
4.   Notify senior management, HR and health and safety as soon as it is safe to do so.
5.   Preserve the scene if there may be an investigation, and do not speculate about cause.
SECTION 04
The First 24 to 48 Hours

•   Communicate clearly and factually. Say what you know, acknowledge what you do not, and avoid rumour or speculation.
•   Decide, with HR, who needs to be told what, and in what order - close colleagues and next of kin considerations come first.
•   Offer practical support: time away, adjusted duties, transport home, a quiet space.
•   Signpost sources of support early (see Section 8) and make clear that seeking help is encouraged, not a weakness.
•   Keep a brief, factual record of what happened and the actions taken.
SECTION 05
Understanding Normal Reactions

People react to trauma in very different ways, and most reactions are normal responses to an abnormal event. Reassure your team that there is no single 'right' way to feel.
	EMOTIONAL
	PHYSICAL
	BEHAVIOURAL / COGNITIVE

	Shock, numbness, disbelief
	Fatigue, disturbed sleep
	Difficulty concentrating

	Anxiety, fear, sadness
	Headaches, nausea
	Withdrawal or irritability

	Guilt or anger
	Racing heart, tension
	Intrusive thoughts or flashbacks



Most people recover with time and support. However, if intense reactions persist beyond around four weeks, worsen, or interfere with daily life, encourage the individual to seek professional support.


SECTION 06
Supporting Your Team

▪ What Helps
•   Being visible, approachable and steady.
•   Listening without judgement and allowing people to talk if they wish - but never forcing it.
•   Respecting different coping styles, cultures and beliefs.
•   Maintaining routine and predictability where possible.
•   Following up individually rather than assuming people are 'fine'.
▪ What to Avoid
•   Pressuring people to 'debrief' or relive the event in detail.
•   Making promises you cannot keep, or minimising what has happened.
•   Assuming the most visibly upset person is the most affected.
SECTION 07
Looking After Yourself

Responding to a critical incident is demanding. You are not expected to carry it alone. Talk to your own manager or HR, use the support available to you, and recognise your own reactions - looking after yourself is part of looking after your team.
SECTION 08
Sources of Support

•   Employee Assistance Programme (EAP): [provider name and 24/7 number].
•   Occupational Health: [contact details] for work-related health advice and referrals.
•   The employee's GP, or NHS 111 for urgent but non-emergency health concerns.
•   Samaritans: 116 123 (free, 24 hours a day), or text SHOUT to 85258.
•   In an emergency, or where there is a risk to life, call 999.
SECTION 09
Follow-Up and Review

Check in with affected individuals over the following days and weeks, not just immediately. Some employees may initially appear unaffected but experience delayed reactions several weeks later.
Consider a return-to-work conversation, phased return or reasonable adjustments where needed. With HR and health and safety, review the incident to capture any learning and reduce the risk of recurrence. Record the support offered on a confidential basis. 
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