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Appendix I
Crisis Debriefing

An incident debriefing allows an institution to ask itself what it did cor-
rectly in responding to a crisis and what it discovered it can do better in the 
future when facing a similar situation. Depending on the severity of the cri-
sis, the institution may desire to go beyond primary inquiries of what went 
well and what can be improved by using a more complex review process. 
For institutions that want a more detailed process, debriefing aspects are 
elaborated on followed by a checklist which is adaptable to all incidents 
and hazards.

DEBRIEFING NEED

Not every incident requires a comprehensive debriefing. In some institu-
tions, incidents may happen with such frequency that a standard protocol 
and familiarity with incident handling will not necessitate debriefing. This 
is even though the incident may be considered significant. One example 
could be a student’s natural death at a large institution, though tragic, hap-
pens with enough regularity that a clear series of actions are automatically 
taken to manage the crisis.

There may be cases where the incident was handled satisfactorily, thus 
there may be little to be learned or gained from the event. Common, brief, 
expected, incidents or issues, regardless of size and without campus disrup-
tion, likely need little if any further review.

In such satisfactory instances, debriefing may be limited to focus directly 
on the responders involved and the impact of the incident on them, rather 
than review of the institutional process or departmental response capabil-
ity. When individuals can “debrief” with a facilitator, it allows them to 
objectively review their own actions and process their emotional responses 
in the job context within a safe nonjudgmental environment.

A crisis debriefing is appropriate when the situation is one that the 
institution has not experienced before or when the institution could have 
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improved in its response. In situations where there is a concern that the 
institution’s response did not meet a legal standard of care, the institution’s 
legal counsel or risk management office should be approached for input 
before beginning a debriefing.

DEBRIEFING TIMEFRAMES

Regardless of its scope, a crisis debriefing should be considered after the ini-
tial event is clearly over and the institution is moving into the recovery phase. 
Generally, several weeks should come between the event and a comprehen-
sive debriefing. This allows time for incident and safety reports to be com-
pleted and reviewed. After a traumatic event it is also wise to consult with 
trauma response experts regarding the mental and emotional well-being of 
those involved and whether they should participate in a debriefing at all.

Special consultation sessions with first responders in a timely fashion 
may be more effective using trauma informed investigators or those trained 
in critical incident stress management (CISM) techniques. This specific 
intermediary incident review may allow for better information to surface 
later during the full incident debriefing.

There is also a risk of waiting too long before beginning a crisis debriefing. 
If too much time has elapsed since the incident, the memory of those involved 
may be less accurate or individuals may deliberately wish to “move on” or 
forget. Memory of specific details that occur during significant traumatic 
events or crises that last over long periods of time also tend to be less reliable.

Some individuals have found it helpful to keep a log or journal during or 
just after an incident to assist with this process and enhance information 
gathering when the debriefing occurs. Personal notes of participants can 
be helpful. Minutes from a formal event scribe, if one was assigned, can 
be essential to providing context to incidents and filling in memory gaps.

CRISIS DEBRIEFING CHECKLIST

This checklist can guide the development of a crisis debriefing process. It 
should be used in conjunction with campus emergency management and 
continuity of operations plans and be consistent with higher education 
protocols already in place.

The debriefing coordinator or facilitator can judge the applicability and 
granularity of these checklist items which are broadly in timeline order.

 ■ Determine who has authority to conduct a crisis debriefing.
 ● Ensure consistency with existing higher education organization 

protocols.
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 ● Review emergency management plans.
 ● Consider the legal jurisdiction of the agency.
 ● Consider collaboration with other involved agencies and 

organizations.
 ■ Select the debriefing team.

 ● Ensure it is multidisciplinary and representative of the higher 
education community.

 ● Consider personality type or style in team selection.
 ● Determine if specific expertise is needed.

 ■ Determine a review timeline for completion.
 ● Comply with local ordinances and state and federal laws, if 

applicable.
 ● Ensure consistency with existing campus rules and protocols.
 ● Understand stakeholder expectations on timeline.
 ● Balance the need to find answers with the time needed for a 

comprehensive and effective investigation.
 ■ Consider resources needed to support the review.

 ● Availability of administrative support.
 ● Software and technical programs.
 ● Budget.
 ● Legal Review.
 ● Security Needs and Confidentiality.

 ■ Consider how the report will be presented and to whom it will be 
presented.

 ● Request clarity from campus executive officials.
 ■ Conduct the investigation of the event.

 ● Identify interested parties and stakeholders with information.
 ● Determine if research is needed to assist in obtaining answers.
 ● Document the incident timeline.
 ● Conduct individual interviews.
 ● Conduct group interviews.
 ● Obtain reports.
 ● Obtain third party incident accounts.

 ■ Organize the review. The 5 “W’s”
 ● Who?
 ● What?

 ◆ What happened?
 ◆ Sequence of events?

 ● When?
 ● Why?
 ● How?
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 ■ Document findings.
 ● Create a taxonomy to track issues.
 ● Each finding should have one focus.
 ● Include “lessons learned.”

 ■ Make recommendations.
 ● Track recommendations to findings.
 ● Actions and efforts?
 ● Ensure each recommendation has one focus.
 ● Identify a discipline, group, or point of contact to respond to 

the recommendation.
 ● Identify a suggested time for response to each recommendation.

 ■ Create an appendix.
 ● Maps.
 ● Pictures.
 ● Diagrams.
 ● Document references, resources, and citations.
 ● List of agencies and organizations involved.
 ● List of those affected by the event.

Typically listed broadly by categories, not individual names.
 ■ Follow-up.

 ● Assign personnel to accomplish a recommended action.
 ● Determine a timeline to accomplish a task or action.
 ● Identify a public information officer or spokesperson.

 ◆ Create coordinated, consistent, and accurate messaging.
 ● Manage media relations.
 ● Manage stakeholder and third-party inquiries.

 ■ Administrative Considerations.
 Determine where debriefing and investigation documents will be 

warehoused.
 ● Avoid filing in multiple areas if possible.

 Know what aspects or parts of investigation is public record 
versus confidential and why.

NOTE: There is a need to conduct an emotional debriefing of counseling, 
care team, and appropriate student affairs staff following an event. Please 
see Chapter 7 for additional information.

Adapted from Johnson, D. (2007). Crisis debriefing. In E. L. Zdziarski, 
N. W. Dunkel, & J. M. Rollo (Eds.), Campus crisis management 
(pp. 337–341). Jossey-Bass.
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