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WHAT IS A STRESS REACTION? 
 

In the context of critical incident stress management, stress reactions are psychological and 
physiological changes that occur in a person who has been exposed to a stressful event/situation. 
 
Every person's reactions will be different; however, most common for people experiencing stress 
reactions from an accident or incident is sleep problems, anger, and complaints concerning the loss 
of enjoyment of flying.  Often we may not recognize our stress reactions and may even believe that 
because of our training and experience we are immune to stress. 
 
Stress reactions may appear within days.  In some cases, months or years may pass before the 
symptom surface.  If within a few weeks the stress reactions do not diminish in frequency and 
intensity, assistance from a Mental Health Professional may be necessary. 
 
An important part of helping to cope with stress is to stay in your normal daily routine. Keep 
exercising and avoid alcohol/caffeine.  Stay in communication with friends/ peers about how you are 
feeling and remember - you are normal and having normal reactions to an abnormal situation. 
 
The following table is a list of common stress reactions provided by the International Critical Incident 
Stress Foundation, Inc.  
 

Physical 
 

Nausea 
Upset stomach 
Tremors (hands) 
Profuse sweats 
Chills 
Diarrhea 
Dizziness 
Chest tightness 
 
Rapid heart beat 
 
Fast breathing 
Headaches 
Sleep problems 
Fatigue 
Grinding teeth 
Visual difficulty 
Thirst 
Twitching 
Hormone changes 
Feeling cold 

Thinking/Cognitive 
 

Slower thought process 
Difficulty making decisions 
Difficulty in problem solving 
Confusion 
Disorientation (place/time) 
Difficulty calculating 
Difficulty concentrating 
Memory problems 
(short or long) 
Difficulty  naming common 
items 
Seeing event over & over again 
Distressing dreams 
Poor attention span (decreased) 
Blaming 
Hypervigilant 
Increased/decreased alertness 
Offensive/defensive self reviews 
Overwhelmed by normal routines 
Intrusive memories 
Difficulty reading 

Emotional 
 

Anxiety 
Fear 
Guilt 
Grief 
Depression 
Sadness 
Feeling lost 
Feeling abandoned 
 
Feeling isolated 
 
Worry about others 
Wanting to hide 
Limited contact w/others 
Intense anger 
Irritability 
Feeling numb all over 
Denial 
Agitation 
Apprehension 
Uncertainty 

Behavioral 
 

Changes in activity 
Speech pattern changes 
Withdraw into oneself 
Emotional outbursts 
Suspiciousness 
Loss/Increase appetite 
Alcohol consumption 
Inability to rest/relax 
 
Antisocial actions 
 
Nonspecific body pains 
Hyperalert to settings 
Startle reflex intensified 
Pacing 
Erratic Movements 
Changes in sex life 
Harsh with family 
Relational difficulties 
Job Changes 
Paranoia 

 


