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• A ‘critical incident’ is defined as a situation that 
overwhelms a person’s natural capacity to respond.

• It causes an unusually intense stress reaction which 
has the emotional power to overwhelm an 
individual’s usual ability to cope.

• It can be any event that is outside the range of 
usual human experience

What is a Critical Incident?



• Death or serious injury on or off the playing 
field  

• Exposure to the aftermath of a road traffic 
accident 

• Personal loss or injury
• Close encounter with death
• Death by suicide of a club member 

*This is not an exhaustive list

Examples of a Critical Incident*



• We naturally support each other in good and bad 
times

• We react appropriately and effectively when faced 
with adversity

• We are practical in our approach

The GAA Way

Research shows that people with greater social supports, 
such as those provided by the GAA, tend to be better 
adjusted regardless of exposure to a critical incident. 

(HSE, 2014)



• Levels of appropriate knowledge or experience in 
the club – officers/members

• Previous experience of successfully handling similar 
situations 

• Having a Critical Incident Response Plan in place
• Good existing links with local support services

How a Club responds may depend 
upon…….



Certain situations, due to their severity or 
complexity, can overwhelm a club’s 

natural capacity to respond. 

People have remarkable coping skills however at times 
we can all use a helping hand in overcoming the 

challenging events life occasionally presents us with.

The value of support structures



• A resource is intended to offer all GAA units a 
toolkit to support them in responding to critical 
incidents or situations. 

• The extensive guide contains a number of support 
documents which relate to varying issues which 
may emerge

What is the GAA’s Critical Incident 
Response Plan?



• Reassure clubs of the importance of the natural 
support system they provide as a community 
organisation (in fact in most situations nothing more is required).

• Highlight some of the recommended best practises for 
responding to crisis situations 

• Offer a toolkit from which units can develop their own 
critical incident plan

• Help identify appropriate local and national agencies 
that units can turn to during crisis situations.

• Highlight the supports that are available through the 
GAA’s own structures.

The GAA’s CIRP is intended to…



• Promote a sense of safety
• Promote a sense of calm
• Promote a sense of self-efficacy and collective 

efficacy (i.e. the capacity to deal with the situation)
• Promote connectedness
• Promote hope

5 Key Principles in Responding



The GAA is just one link in the 
response



• If a club feels excessively challenged or inadequately 
prepared it is always best to err on the side of caution

• Effective lines of communication will help clubs 
access appropriate support both within and outside of 
the Association

Communication Is Key



Key Objectives in Responding



• At the time of a crisis there are a number of tasks 
that need to be carried out within the club

• Identifying key roles and duties will ensure it is 
known who will do what, when and how

• A good plan will ensure that no individual is 
overburdened and that important elements in the 
response are not forgotten.

Why develop a CIRP?



1. Nominate a dedicated liaison person and team 
to over see the plan:
• Suitable persons should:

• Have a calm approach, be a good co-ordinator, have good 
communication skills

• Be respected within the Club Community
• Nominate an alternative lead person should the first be 

unavailable/affected
• Responsibilities attached to roles should be clearly 

outlined

5 steps to developing a CIRP



2. Outline the key roles involved.  These may 
include:
• Incident liaison person (e.g. club chairperson, health & wellbeing 

officer)
• Garda /PSNI contact
• Media relation person (e.g. club chairperson, club PRO)
• Community/Support agency contact
• People named in the plan with responsibilities should provide 24 

hour
• Contact information

5 steps to developing a CIRP



3. Highlight potential duties when responding to a 
critical incident:
• Liaison with those directly affected (and if required outside 

agencies or services)
• Obtain information and record actions taken
• If necessary manage any media relations/enquiries
• Monitor the club’s response throughout the process
• If necessary organise a debriefing meeting for club members or 

specific groups

5 steps to developing a CIRP



4. Identify relevant resources and services 
available to the club…
• Each community/county will have various agencies/support groups 

that may be called on during or after specific incidents. 
• These should be identified and contact details recorded in your 

plan. 
• When making contact you should inform the external party that you 

intend including them in your contacts list.
• For ROI visit http://www.yourmentalhealth.ie
• For NI visit http://www.mindingyourhead.info

5 steps to developing a CIRP

http://www.yourmentalhealth.ie/
http://www.mindingyourhead.info/


5. Review the plan annually or following a critical 
incident:
• After managing a critical incident it is good practice to 

review the procedures and amend the plan in the light 
of experience and lessons learned. 

• This should also be carried out annually regardless of an 
incident having happened.

5 steps to developing a CIRP



Care for the Carers



Your club has been shocked by the sudden and 
tragic death of a member.  What 

considerations might you undertake as part of 
a community response at this time.

Roles    ¦ Duties ¦   Who is responsible?

Group Task



St. Mary’s GAA

P. Kelly, Club Chairperson

M. O’Kane, Club HWO

M. Donnelly, Senior team coach

P. McKenna, PRO

A. O’Loughlin, Club Member  

P. Kelly, Club Committee

Family liaison, club member liaison, facility liaison, church liaison, media 
liaison, 

SHORT - Assess family wishes, organise guard of honour for funeral, open club house for 
members to gather, organise traffic around wake, loan chairs for wake, have clubhouse 
ready for meal, place sympathy notice in paper MEDIUM – Arrange appropriate 
training/education, keep in touch with family for memorials etc

P. Kelly, Club Committee02/02/2017



• Resource 1: Critical Incident Response Plan template
• Resource 2: Template for useful contacts
• Resource 3: Sample support letter for clubs
• Resource 4: GAA/GPA Critical Incident Response information & advice
• Resource 5: Guidelines on dealing with the media following a critical incident
• Resource 6: Sample announcement to the media
• Resource 7: Practice guidelines following the death by suicide of a club member
• Resource 8: Republic of Ireland Regional Suicide Resource Officers contact 

details
• Resource 9: Northern Ireland Mental and Emotional Wellbeing and Suicide 

Prevention Contacts in each of the five HSCT areas.
• Resource 10: What a debriefing involves
• Resource 11: Possible approaches/things to include in a squad session following 

news of a critical incident

Ones we prepared earlier…





• Appoint a spokesperson for the Club
• Note the journalist’s name and contact phone number at the outset
• Don’t do anything in a hurry, whatever the journalist says about 

deadlines
• Give yourself time to think about what you want to say / write down 

your answers
• If you are not prepared, ask the journalist to ring you back at a 

specified time
• Never say anything ‘off the record’ unless both you and the journalist 

have a shared understanding of what this means
• Bring the conversation to a close if you are uncomfortable

Helpful tips for dealing with the 
media





Acknowledge the death
• Acknowledge that a club member has died. 
• Respect that some families may choose not to describe the 

death as a suicide.
Acknowledge a wide range of feelings
• Acknowledge that individuals will experience a wide range of 

feelings and emotions as a result of the death.
• Be aware of each other – we all grieve in different ways
• No time limit on grieving
• Don’t blame yourself or anyone else for the death

In the aftermath of a suicide



Keep an eye out for vulnerable people
• Anyone who may be particularly vulnerable at this 

particular time may need extra support.
• Having access to local support services contact 

details is important

In the aftermath of a suicide



• Offer support in instance of suicide (may be funded 
through Health Trusts or Community Agencies)

• Statutory partners will have experience in dealing 
with critical incidents & may already be involved in 
supporting family or community, it is important to 
link in with these partners to avoid duplication, 
confusion & mixed messages

Bereavement Support Workers…



Short Term Medium – Long Terms

Identify (and communicate) what supports are 
available locally to provide advice, support
and care

Clubs may develop policies and procedures on 
suicide prevention as well as other broader 
areas such as drug and alcohol use

The first gathering of the team after the 
funeral, may be a difficult time for everyone. 
Coaches have found it helpful to allow some 
time to talk about their deceased team 
member.

Clubs find it helpful to offer training and skills 
development to coaches and team leaders. It 
maybe useful to initially look at some form of 
resilience programmes/training that will help 
coaches/ members. 

Coaches or team leaders should seek the help 
of local support services/County HW 
committee if they feel necessary

There is also the opportunity to look at putting 
in place suicide awareness training in the
longer term.

Short, Medium and Longer Term



• Ensure your critical incident plan is updated
with appropriate partnerships

• Inform agency you have them on your plan
• Be clear on roles and duties 
• Allow grieving process to take place before 

any public education event

Partners and Critical Incidents



• General Practitioner
• Samaritans (Official partner support of GAA)

Free helpline: 116 123
• NI - 08457 90 90 90 or Email jo@samaritans.org
• For ROI visit http://www.yourmentalhealth.ie/
• Console on 1800 201890. www.console.ie
• ChildLine Helpline 1800 666 666. www.childline.ie
• For NI http://mindingyourhead.info/
• Lifeline 0808 808 8000 www.lifelinehelpline.info

Useful Numbers

http://www.samaritans.ie/
mailto:jo@samaritans.org
http://www.yourmentalhealth.ie/
http://www.console.ie/
http://www.childline.ie/
http://mindingyourhead.info/
http://www.lifelinehelpline.info/


• Always consult with those affected
• Ensure the response is consistent throughout the process
• Keep a log of events with times and decisions taken
• Keep open, clear lines of communications (minimises rumours)
• Only one person should deal with any media inquiries
• Check in relation to games fixtures
• Get to know local support services – what/when?
• A GP should be recommended as the first point of contact if an 

individual needs help.
• Be careful about using the term counselling
• Cases of suicide bring with them a particular set of challenges and 

very specific recommendations as to how to respond appropriately. 

Recap/Good Practice Tips



Questions?
Thank You!
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