
CISM 101
Introduction to Critical Incident 

Stress Management

With thanks to the BC Search and Rescue Association



Introductions
• Who are we and why are we here?

• Your connection to RCMSAR

cism.request@rcmsar.com



Agenda

• What we do as RCMSAR 
members

• Stress and stress reactions

• Critical Incident Stress

• CISM and our program

• Working through CIS

cism.request@rcmsar.com



Group 
Agreement

• Interaction is encouraged

• Sharing is voluntary 

• Learning goes 

• Stories stay

cism.request@rcmsar.com



• Searches (people and vessels)

• Rescues (people, sometimes animals)

• Recoveries (when the subject has died)

• Emergency scene support (evacuations, fire support, other mutual 
aid)

What is SAR, really?

cism.request@rcmsar.co
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RCMSAR can also include:

• Search termination or 
suspension

• Managing big risks and hazards

• Working with others in crisis

• Moments that make you 
confront stress, death, suicide, 
and strong emotions like anger, 
grief, sadness, and guilt

cism.request@rcmsar.com

What is SAR, really?



• Critical Incident Stress is often a 
reality in SAR

• Maintaining your mental health is 
as important as your technical skills

RCMSAR is 
AWESOME…and 

it can feel less 
than heroic at 

times

What is SAR, really?



What is a Critical Incident?

cism.request@rcmsar.com



Any event that is out of the norm, or
overwhelms our usual ability to cope.

What is a Critical Incident?

cism.request@rcmsar.co
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Any event that is out of the norm, or
overwhelms our usual ability to cope.

• Prolonged tasking

• Intense community/media 
involvement

• Subject is known/relatable

• Member death, injury, or near 
miss

• Incidents involving children

• Perception of task/outcome

• Life-saving care or severe trauma

• Body recoveries

What is a Critical Incident?

cism.request@rcmsar.com



Questions?

Any surprises, concerns, or things 
you want to highlight in the info 
so far?

???

cism.request@rcmsar.com



Let’s talk about stress
Stress is mostly 
good and needed 

(we rely on it in 
our roles)

Stress danger 
zone: 

too much and/or 
for too long

cism.request@rcmsar.co
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The Stress Bucket

cism.request@rcmsar.com



Stress Bucket

This video uses the bucket analogy to give you an understanding of the various sources and effects of stress,  and coping skills you can use to better regulate stress. For more information visit braive.com

The bucket analogy is based on the following resources:Carver, C.S., Scheier, M.F.,  Weintraub, J.K. (1989). Assessing coping strategies: A theoretically based approach. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 56, 267-283.Ross, S.E., Niebling, B.C.,  Heckert, T.M. (1999). Sources of stress among college students. College Student Journal, 33, 312-317.

cism.request@rcmsar.com

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1KYC5SsJjx8


What is Critical Incident Stress?
CIS is a common, normal reaction to an 

uncommon, stressful experience.

cism.request@rcmsar.co
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Possible Signs and Symptoms of CIS

Behavioural

Physical

EmotionalCognitive

Spiritual/ 
Existential

cism.request@rcmsar.com



Possible Signs and Symptoms of CIS

Behavioural

• Change in usual 
behaviour or 
routine

• Eating/sleeping
• Withdrawn
• Easily startled
• Restlessness

Physical

• Muscle 
tension/tremors

• Digestive issues
• Racing heart
• Chills
• Thirst
• Fatigue
• Headache

Emotional

• Anger
• Anxiety
• Grief
• Feeling spent
• Hopelessness
• Helplessness
• Guilt
• Shoulda/coulda

Cognitive

• Confusion
• Poor 

concentration
• Self-blame
• Intrusive 

thoughts or 
images

• Nightmares or 
preoccupation 
with task

Spiritual/ 
Existential

• Moral injury
• Questioning 

beliefs
• Disrupted world 

view
• Cessation of  

faith-based 
practice

cism.request@rcmsar.com
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Critical Incident Stress 
Management

A package of tools designed to 
reduce the negative impact of 
traumatic events that people have 
been exposed to, to support return 
to daily routine more quickly and 
with less likelihood of experiencing 
negative long-term effects.

A form of “psychological first aid”.

cism.request@rcmsar.com



Critical Incident Stress Management

1. Defusing (optimally within 24h)

2. One-to-one (optimally 2-7 days after)

3. Debriefing (optimally 2-7 days after)
CISM peers guide your group through a process to talk about the experience 
and their reactions to it.

All CISM processes are voluntary and confidential.

cism.request@rcmsar.com



RCMSAR CISM Team

12 RCMSAR volunteers trained 
through the International Critical 
Incident Stress Foundation. 

We provide:

• Critical incident stress support

• Education & awareness sessions

• Referrals to additional services

Any RCMSAR member can activate the team by emailing cism.request@rcmsar.com
Expect a response within 24h



Leadership Role in the 
CISM Program

Coxswains and other leaders 
have an important role in CISM 
in RCMSAR. This can include:

• Identifying events that could lead to 
higher stress reactions on the crew 
and reducing exposure where 
appropriate.

• Championing volunteer wellness 
and endorsing the CISM program.

cism.request@rcmsar.com



Leadership role in the 
CISM program

After a critical incident, leaders 
are involved in:

• Activating the CISM program.

• Providing space for reflections on 
stress in task debriefs.

• Reminding crew of stress reactions 
and CISM tools

cism.request@rcmsar.com



Helpful Things 
You Can Do

• Attend debriefs 
(operational and CISM)

• Hydrate 

• Exercise

• Engage social supports 

• Get adequate sleep

• Maintain routine 

• Implement your ‘go to’ 
coping skills

cism.request@rcmsar.com



Important reminder
You are a volunteer

and at anytime, 

including mid task, 

you can say NO.

cism.request@rcmsar.com



Group Agreement

As an RCMSAR group:

• Does everyone know how the 
CISM program fits into 
RCMSAR?

• Do you know how to support 
each other?

• Do you know how to activate 
the CISM program?

cism.request@rcmsar.com



cism.request@rcmsar.com

To activate the RCMSAR CISM team, 
email:

rcmsar.com/cism
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