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PREFACE

Traumatic stress has long been thought of as an occupational hazard
in protective services professions. This thinking has resulted in such
occupations frequently being described as “high-risk” professions.
Although such professions may indeed be at risk for traumatic events in
their work, this exposure does not necessarily mean that individuals will
experience negative outcomes as a result. In this text we argue that the
presumption of “risk” as defining negative pathological outcomes due to
trauma exposure is misleading. We offer a less prescriptive definition
of risk, one that affords protective services organizations a framework
within which they can proactively develop strategies to increase the pos-
itive and reduce the negative consequences of trauma and disaster
work. Indeed, the inevitable, regular, and repetitive nature of traumatic
exposure in the professions covered in this book calls for this approach
if organizations are to effectively discharge their duty of care.

DOUGLAS PATON
JOHN M. VIOLANTI
CHRISTINE DUNNING
LEIGH M. SMITH
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Chapter 1

TRAUMATIC STRESS: PERSPECTIVES
ON MANAGING RISK

DouGLAs PATON, JOHN M. VIOLANTI, CHRISTINE DUNNING,
AND LEIGH M. SMITH

INTRODUCTION

Traumatic stress has long been recognized as an occupational hazard
in protective service professions. Recognition of their status in this
regard has resulted in their frequently being described as “high risk”
professions. In this text we argue that this use of risk is misleading, par-
ticularly in regard to its presumption of an automatic association with
negative and pathological outcomes. Here a less prescriptive definition
of risk is offered, one that affords protective service organizations a
framework within which they can proactively develop strategies to in-
crease the positive and reduce the negative consequences of trauma and
disaster work. Indeed, the inevitable, regular, and repetitive nature of
traumatic exposure in the professions covered in this book calls for this
approach if organizations are to effectively discharge their duty of care.

RISK MANAGEMENT

Although typically associated with loss, risk also encompasses the
concepts of choice, anticipation, and resilience (Hood & Jones, 1996).
According to this conceptualization, the risk concept is a future-oriented
one capable of accommodating perspectives that cover adaptational,
growth, and distress outcomes. Importantly, it implies an ability to
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4 Managing Traumatic Stress Risk

make choices in regard to how personnel (through, for example, selec-
tion, training, and support) will interact with threatening events to in-
fluence the likelihood of their experiencing positive or negative
outcomes. It thus represents a comprehensive basis for traumatic stress
management in professions regularly and repetitively exposed to chal-
lenging and dangerous work.

Risk is a product of the interaction between the frequency of occur-
rence of adverse events and the consequences of such exposure. It is
difficult to influence the frequency of exposure; protective services pro-
fessionals must respond to events that are unpredictable in regard to,
for example, their timing, nature, duration, and location. However, we
can make choices in regard to the consequences of this exposure. In the
risk equation, consequences are represented by an interaction between
hazards (e.g., stressors, operational and environmental demands) and
the resilience resources mobilized to deal with them.

In regard to its application to traumatic stress management, risk man-
agement is concerned with estimating levels of loss or growth outcomes
likely following exposure to a specific event. It does so by anticipating
the consequences likely to ensue when the characteristics of personnel
(linked to selection, training, experience) and organizational systems and
procedures interact with the characteristics of specific critical incidents.
From such analyses, risk management policies can be developed and ap-
propriate practices and strategies implemented. Collectively, this will en-
compass a range of related activities for identifying and assessing risk,
developing and implementing risk reduction interventions, and moni-
toring and evaluating their effectiveness. It is an iterative process that
improves planning by contributing greater insight into the implications
and consequences of different decisions and courses of action. Risk man-
agement affords opportunities for priority setting based on providing the
greatest degree of risk reduction using the available resources.

The foundation upon which the attainment of these objectives is
based is risk analysis. Risk analysis encompasses risk assessment and
risk evaluation. A key element here is risk assessment, comprising
hazard assessment and resilience and vulnerability assessment. Risk as-
sessment provides the raw material for evaluating the likely conse-
quences of exposure to particular events. This approach is fundamental
to the pursuit of the goal of promoting resilient personnel. Specifically,
it is necessary to identify the hazards to understand what people and
systems must be resilient to.
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Resilience resources were discussed in a previous volume (Paton,
Violanti, & Smith, 2003). Here we are concerned with articulating the
event and organizational factors that arise when responding to inci-
dents, the psychological hazards. This provides the foundation for the
systematic examination of how specific outcomes (e.g., growth, adapta-
tion, loss) arise and, consequently, what resilience resources are re-
quired to facilitate positive outcomes. From this analysis, appropriate
risk management policies, procedures, and practices can be developed.

In applying a risk management approach to traumatic/disaster stress
management, the hazard component of the equation will be represented
by the environmental and situational characteristics and demands ca-
pable of threatening psychological equilibrium. It is on the identifica-
tion, analysis and assessment of hazards and the contexts in which they
arise that this volume will concentrate.

HAZARD ANALYSIS AND RISK REDUCTION

Psychological hazard analysis is complicated by the fact that hazards
are difficult to discern from a consideration of the event per se. The
hazard is not the air crash, the hostage situation, or the terrorist bombing.
Rather, hazards are the event characteristics and operational demands
that can threaten psychological equilibrium. For example, hazards could
be exposure to large-scale death and serious injury, handling human
remains, being prevented by the scale or complexity of an event from
employing one’s professional expertise, having to make urgent and com-
plex decisions, inadequate response resources, and so on. Furthermore,
the implications of these characteristics will be influenced by contextual
factors (e.g., interaction with specific organizational practices, the work-
family interface). Consequently, systematic and comprehensive risk
management must go beyond the analysis of the demands likely to be
encountered in a specific emergency and anticipate how contextual fac-
tors (e.g., from family and operational practices and systems) influence
traumatic stress risk. Importantly, a focus on articulating these charac-
teristics within the risk assessment process increases the likelihood of
personnel being able to adapt to a range of events.

It is important to note that we are not denying the fact that the haz-
ards encountered when responding to a critical incident or disaster can
threaten the psychological equilibrium of those who respond to it. We





