
Crisis theory, like eneral s~rstems theory , io a basiq concept­

ual tool in preventive heal th ':-.'Ork. The study of what happens dur­

ing a crisis has advanced our unde rstanding . of personality develop-. . . 
ment and chance, and models derived from crisis_ theory can il_luminat€

many issues of development and ada1)tation in more complex uni ts 

such as the fa~ily and the or~8nizati6n. 

In men~al health work, crisis is regarded as. a state of te~p­

orary disequilibrium, p r ecipitated by inescap able life change events.

Crises a.re by definition temporary beep.use per sonality systems are 

self-sealing, tending to correc t for crisis-induced imba~~ce i n a 

. few week's. Disequilibrium r efers t o disruption of the u~ua~ s t eaCiy ­

rate pattern ( steci.d;r - state), when the organism has to r espond to 

intc.rnnl or · external ch2.l1.ge. This general pattern of di s ruption 
. ' 

is manifest l3 d by cognitiv e uncertainty , psychophys iological symp-

toms, and ·er.10tional di s trcr')S. 

LD~'E CHAEGES 

'rho life changes that giv~ rise to cri ses may be easily ident­

i fied or quite e lusiv e. Sometime s appare~tly insignificant precip ­

itating e vents are symbolic ally linked .to unre solve d conflic t s , 

ar:lplifying and d.istortinf, the r esponse to present ev ents. The stat• 

of crisis rnay a l s o _occur before tho ch~n~e actually occurs, in · 

anti.ciprttion of it. i.· ast , present, and future may t~us l:?lur in 

\_ pro"diaposing . to, prccipi t a t.i.ng·, and perpe tuating the qri s i s . 

Life changes which produce crisis usually occur in r e l ationship ·

with s i gnificant othGr human be~ngs. For crisis to occur, a 11 no 

exit" situation is require d - the demand for change must , by defin ­

ition, be inescap~ble. The s ituation can neither _be chansed nor 

·avofded . The si.gns of crisis mean that the individua l has a r elat ­

ively in?.dequat e ·f::>et of copin6 skills to master the demnnds of life 

change ; the mor e n.deq_uato his coping capacity, tho fewer are tho 

s igns of crisis that will occur. 

An adequgte coping r epertoir e is ·both gen er a l and spec i fic . 

Low vulne r abl e i n dividuals have tho c~pci.ci ty , s imilar to ego 
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strength, to orient themselves rapidly and plan decisive action in 
r osponso to chane;c. They con mobilize emerc;cncy problem-solving 
mechanisms and use external resources for assistance. Hi~h vulner­
aQl0 individuals, o~ thG other hand, become rapidly disoriented 
when confronted with c~angc . They may experience paralysis of 
thm,~ght or_ will, unable to plan action . or seek Rssistance. Specific 
copin~ skills 6erive f rom previous experience with similar problems; 
unfortunately, s itua tion-cpccific skills do not generaiizo well 4o 
di s imilar situations, anG the number of identical crises in an 
individual's lif~ is small. Thi s reflects the old truism that as 
soon as you le.arn to do something well, you do not need . to do it 
anymore . 

DESCRIPTION 07 TH.C pRI3IS STATE 

Crises occur in such times of immediate or anticipated tran~­
i tion as the developmental crise s describ~d by Erikson and the 
accidental or s ituational crises described by Caplan and Lindemann . 
It 2.l s o includes Ra.poport' s . "critical role ~ransi tionsn and the 
"tr::-nsi tion Gtatos 11 dcscri bed by Tyhurst. Crisis affects many 
dimensions of hu~an function; cognitive, emotional, volitional F\!'ld 
interactional p<ttterns 2.re nll disrupted. Psycho-physiological and 
appeti tc patterns alter, and habi tual· defense patterns may be 

exagGcrated to the point of parody. 

Co.;ni ti ve l y , tl1ere is uncortainty, inpaired concentration, and 

preoccupation with the pas t. Illusory ·perception is common, as a.re 
s lips of the tongue and cognitive slippa~e. ~motional responses 
bGCOmC labile t>..nd include f'0ar, nervousne ss, t ension; fati~e, host­
ility ru1c1 depression. {jsc o ? habi tu.?.l defenses or · t ension-reducing 
behavior indicRtcs the ffi·1xiety that i s present, ei thcr overt or 
cover_t. Ambivalcnc0 may par alyze the will to the :point of total 

indecision. 

xi±hx~&hax~t~~uaRb~xmR&JUilaaalhui2~2mi~aE~iRRR~xi.N±~mmadim~ 
Bchavioi.."' lacl{:S hubi tunl bc>.lance and porspec.ti ve. InterR.ction 

with others is inf luenced by incro~sed dependency ne eds. Some 
incl.ividu :'.1.l s ""'ho t end towards coun-~er-dependent behavior may exhibit 
withdrawo.1-avo idancc , while others may display: dependence to such 
ffi1 ext ent that it i s rnisiabelcd "-ree;ressive0 

- particularly when it 

is expr essed by demanding or clinging behavior, 
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Any chnnGc process involves the promise of :gain and the cer-

t a inty of loss. Loss may be experienced in r.elationshiP. to people, 

objects, phy~ical health, socia l stat~s or values, and alw~rs hab­

itual attachments nnd orient_a:tiotls are lost while new atta,chments 

ar_o being worked out. In und~r~tanding and tnasterin~ t~e ?h~ge 

proce s9.,. thc~oforo, a comproh~nsion of thQ . dynamic~ . of_ los_s· .. is 

importRn~ ~ A par?.digm i s provicl.ed by Kubler-Ross' studieEJ .o! . d,eath 

and dyinc;. She ·deocri bes n pradictablo secg.ionce in. rosponse to nows 
of fatal iilne~-s·:· proc00ding thro.ugh ovcrlappiz:ig phas'c~ of shoe~' 
deni al., anger·, barg.2-ining·, d~pre ssion and acc~p~ance .'· ·rn st~dy~ng 
sudden deaths, Lindemruul has described the dazed st~te, physiolo-.· .. ' .. . . 

gical disruptiort;· preoccupation w~ th the imae;e of. the deceaseq, . . ·.... . . . : . :, ' ' . 

emotio"'l~ d~stress .. and .,e;uil t of the mourner. 

T~e . two overlapping·- p~ocosses in -c~isi~ . nav~ been capt\lred by 

the Chine~e 
• :.. ..... •J .. 

ideogram 
• • • 

which depicts cri~~s as · cte.nger~pl4s-oppo~tunity
~· • 

' Danger r,qfers · to .. the. pain: attending deta.cl).mcnt · trom what is loet or 
. · r.bout ~o· be lost', . ~~il~ opportunity refers to .the pr~cess ·. of. recon­

structin,g a new world o·f. .a;ctivi ti~s and re-lationshipa.. T,hese pro­
cessct? arc- . inex~ric2.bly wed, since e.v:idenco . suggests that 'the con­

s truction of. . a ncv~. ·~niverse of object~ _and ~ttachm?nts'. .o~~t be 
successfully ' achieved until tho mourning. pro.cess .. has. b9en . substan­
tially .. completed, . Crisis interventio.n thu~ ~~quire~· . . a fo.cus on de-

. . ' 
tachment in tho early phases of crisis, and upon. r~c9nstruction and 
rc-atta.chm~nt in the l~ter phases. ·. . · .-. . :• . . . ·. · 

THE CRISIS SEQUENCE 

r.iany auth~ri ti.cs , . inclu~ing; Caplan, Bowlby, and Tyhurst, havo 

described the phases of crisis. ·. ~ o have synthesized their dcrncrip­

tions to evolve a sequence consist:txb.g of impact, ·recoil-turmoil, 

a.djustment and r e construction. 

DURAT!~N O~" PHASES. Impact is a state of daze _~ shock accomp­
anying the as~imilation of distressing news, most intense when tho 

change is undesiro·d and unexpected . Its dura tion varies· from a few 

hours to a few days. It is followed by recoil-turmoil which con­

tinues for one to four weeks; the task of eventual -' reconstruc.tion . , 

may r equire many months for completion . Thea~. time periods ' are · of 

Co\lrse approxinmto, influencod i~ any indiv:i~ual ~ ·case . by th~ . forces 

wi thin the pcroonali ty, the subjeoti . ve· meru;ing
. 

" of tne .. . 'lj.fe~_change ' . • ,; 

event, and the availability of ext ernal . a·~~istancc . · ... 



.Durin6 the impRct phase the individual is numbed, existing in 

Time Pre sent. As ho assimilates the news, he ·is preoccupied with · 

'i.'ine Past, absorbed with what has been and mourning for a world 

now permanently chcmgod. As detachment taslcs are completed, he : 

begins to explore new relationships ; a."ld test solutions to the prob­

lom8 that confront him. · The perspec·tive then moves· towards Time 
:?uturc. 

THE El!IOTIOEAL STATE. Cert ci.in emotions occur wit~. pr:edict~ble 
regularity. In the impact phase, the individual is piope lled by 

emerc;ency fight-flight response s ; c aught between these
• I 

·, he may show 
. . ··: 

11 :frozcn11 behavior . In the phase of recoil-turmoil, emotion~ include . . . 

rage, ?.nxiety , dc:cression, guilt and shame~ which may be expres.sed 

: '!)y ''moping, open anger, 'deli berate intoxiqation, etc.) or conceaihod 

behind facades of over-control ~ detachment ,. and ·busy attentio:'l to 

other aspects of life. :vhcn the individual moves ·towards adjustinent 

and reconstruction, his painful feelings become muted,. and are grad­

ually tampered with hope about the ·future. He begins to feel within 

himself' "All is not ·1ost " and "Life must go on .• " .·,. 

COGNITIVE PATTE~NS. Durine impact, the individu~l is disorien-

ted and distractable. The leve l of consciousness fluctua~es; dysm­

ncsia,' ' a.:iso1~iontr-1.tion, perplexity and impaired perception . all , may 

occur . In. soyero crise~. an acute braln syndrome may be mi~icked . 

As tho 1ndividu21.l moves through recoil-turmoil·, his mental activity 

become s more focv.sod and normn.,_ gogni tivc functions return. 

HZALTHY ANi) UrDillALTHY CHISIS COPING 

The individual ';Tho copes well has E'.t least· some of the follow­

inc chnr~ctcri stics 1 
' r 

- He is abl~ to deal s imultaneously with both the affective 

dimensions of his experience and the t?-slt:s which confront him. He 

is ~ware · of his painful
' 

. emotions and'. gives them appropriate express-. . . . . : . 
ion, but ho doc s not enb:l.eo in interr;1inable . . . . . 

catharsis or ventilation. . 
As he expresses his pain, he frees cncrc6r for maste.ry of his envi r­

onmental challenges I Crisis mastery p:r;ocoeds PY the co~v.er.~ion of 

uncertainty intc 1-:ianagcable risk. ' !c . con~idcr this . ':Process . of 

situational mastery to be cruciul. ' ihen the li fe change is antic-

~:-ated. this "in·tcllic;ent \'lorry work" can bcg~n. ~n a_dvance' with 

s~.c;nificant dh1inution of tho i ntensity of crisis. Frogrruns o f 

"anticipatory guidance" or " cmotionnl prophylaxis" iricorporato 
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these principles of anticipatory planning and action rohear~al. 

- He h8.s the ability to ackno':tledgc his increased dependency 
needs anc to scok, receive and uce assistance, 

- He can tolerate uncertainty wi thout resorting to impulsive 
action. 

- He values tho 2..Ctivc mas~ery of environmental ch~llong~s and 
rccoc,11i~es their vnluc in v.nderstanding and personal Growth. · 

' . 

- In coping with anxietie s., he . uses defenses . and modc·s ., ·of ten-
sion relief which do not have destructive consequences. 

. . 
The person who copes badly, on the other hand, has some or all 

of thcse . traits 1 

- i1~ exhibits cxcessi ve deni al, withdrawal, retreat or avoid­
ance, wi th ·fant2..sy r eplacing or merging . with real~ify. 

- His behavior is often impulsive , and he ventilates his rage 
on vulnerable, relatively powerless faraily members who lend them­
selves to being scapegoats. 

- Ho meets his dependency needs by _oxccssj.ve clinging or 
counter-dependent avoidance of assistance. These patterns .resemble 
the behRvior of separated infants described by Bowlby ~s "protest­
despair" or "detachmmtlt. 11 The so actions are either annoying or . 
indicate to others that the individual neither wants nor needs help; 
thus they do not usually evoke ministration responses from others. 

- Ho dcni e: s cind over-controls his emotions, vii th eventual er up­
tion of suppr ossotl foclines. 

- His malcoping m?..y assume the form of the "hopolcssness­
hclplo ssnc ss-giving up" syndrome described by Engel. and his 
co-\lorkersl 

- He may r esort t o hyper-rituali s t.ic behavior which servos 
little or no purpose. 

- Hi s r€st-work cycl e i s poorly regulated, due t o the inevit­
able fi:'.tie:;uo o·f the crisis state. 

- }fo may rci~r on "r.1agic by mollllhh," with recourse to pain-reducin{ 
. :"'\ . 

subst~.nces such as drugs or alcohol, or on addictive pattern of 
compulsive food intake. 



- ire c rumot ask f or help, or use it when it is offered. 

OPFOTITUIUTY ?OR DEVELOPI.::ENT a CRI SIS AS THE LEVER 

Caplan h r.'.8 craphasizcd that crisis is a state of dio-integration . 

in v1hich habitual patterns become blurred. :men re-integration 

occurs , it r.my be at a higher level of personality expansion or ~ 

lowor level of personality restriction. Healthy outcomes depend on 

2.Cti ve confrontation cind mFt.stcry of tho crisis. Crises, both 

developmental and si tu.2.tional, t~1us provide leverage points to 

promote personality o~::petnsion . 

In crisis, personality anC: family systems becor:ie more open, 

with their boundaries more permeable . The indiv iduals become tomp­

or F1.rily more dopcndon\; upon others for understanding, emotion a l 

support, and e,-uidance in oolvin~ real , identi f i able problems e-.:r-.d 

f i ndinG i nnov ative s olutions. Th e e xperience of successful copinc; 

builds ego s t1·ength ~d confidence about dealing with future crisis 

situa tions. And unless the cri sis is one that is socially censured , 

there is little or no "shrune tax" to be paid, for seeking help from 

others. 

Helping agencies can be especially effective when they provide 

timely intervention in crisis, because they can achieve significant 

outcomes without major resource investments. Fortunately skills 

in crinis intervention a.re not re·stricted to professional specialistt 

Tho requisite skills se em to include sensibility, sensitivity, calm­

ness and confiden ce . I.:aturc i ndividuals, p~ofcssional or lay, can 

also druw on t heir own experience and conventional soci al wisdom in 

order to provide help i n crisis . 

CRi iJIS INTERVENTION 

This article is primarily an introduction to crisis theory; we 

have not milphasizcd its application to practice. However, theory 

s erve s prncticc, and our v entures in crisis counseling modify and 

advance theory. · ;c therefd>re conclude by sharing some of what we 

have learned ubout intervention. 

The goal of crisis intervention is to promote mastery, which 

should load to action directed tov:ards tho taslcs generated by envir­

onmenta l change . For the intervenor, this r equire s a sequence of 

technical s teps descr ibe d by Han.sell a s "decision counseling. " 

:!:>osc stops ~ .nvo~_,_f0 s idcn"tifyi!'g tho pr oblems l;Cne r e.t e d 'by demands 

for ch ange ; l isting of ~ction al t c rnatives ;. bu ilding a decision 



... 
model ; appl~ring the ·model in choosing b~·twecn al ternati vcs, an.d 
dcs i ening plans for action. ·Tho decision counselor should remain 
involved while tho individual 8.Cts on these plans, so that they can 
cvalu~tc rqsponsos Pnd correct any errors. 

f.iaximum lcver2c;o is achicvo'd by intervention 
.. 

in the 
. • J_ 

immediate 
• . . 

heat of crisio - ns close as possi'b-l o to the crisis-prccipi tating 
event in both space and time. 

The counoelor should unc.1orstanc1 and meet dependency needs, and 

communicate to the client that these arc legitimate. Professionals 

need hi:we no f ear of increasing dependency. The individual in 
crisis i s only temporarily more dependent, and he should be encour­
aged to remain close to a helping ~gent. 

The prime r esponsibility i s for the counselor to he l p the 
individual examine his changed situation. Guid~nce is t ask-focused , 
andtho t empt ation to take over tho problem, proscribe solutions, or 
truce action on one's own is rigorously avoided. As demands for 
~hange become clear er, the intervenor's stance should communicate 
hope, concern and confidence about an eventual successful outcome. 

All far.1ily resources should be mobilized, so that household 
rcsponsibiliticG arc fairly distributed and everyone maintains a 

docent balance of r est and work. Where indicated, the intervenor 
should u se his influence to linlc mGmbers of the extended fami ly 
net\'/ork to the individual or far.1ily in crisis . Some crisis s i tuat­
ions t end to dis -member familieo, and in thGSG the intervenor should 
mobilize neede d outside r esource s , such as homemakers , to keep the 

for.1ily t ogether . 

The effective crisi s intervenor facilitates the expression and 
understanding of the painful emotions that accompany a crisis. 
I'.1ost of all, he functions as a role mode l ; his concern and confid­
ence that "you will work this throuc;h" support and sustain hopo . 

CONCLUSION 

Crisis theory illuminates our understanding of the processes 
by nhich living s;:rstmms simul tnr1eousl y maintain stability and 
adapt to environmental change. '.i'he models thus ~enorated arc 
particularly relevant not only for individuals but also for 
or~anizutions s truggling in turbulent, chang inG environments. 
Crisis intorvcntion principles can help such systeras adapt with a 
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r.1inimurn of s train and prevent n eedl e s s human casual ties. He have 

I ' • 

chroni cl e d.' olsov. '!hero tho drear" 
~ 

consequences of failure to· under-

stanc~ tho crises of orgp_riizations in. transition. Organizational 

loaders can master problems of environmental Wlccrtainty by using 
crisis theory, which h2.G a significant contribution to offer in 

achieving tho mastery of change . 
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