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Introduction 

Air accident investigators play an irreplaceable role in the aftermath of the air 

crash, not only by gathering critical information related to the accident but also 

by dealing with the gruesome scenes and unbearable smells of the crash site. 

This is undoubtedly a tremendous physical and psychological challenges to 

investigators. The priority of air crash investigations, which should be second 

only to rescue efforts, makes it imperative for investigators to respond quickly 

to preserve potentially perishable or fragile evidence (Nixon and Braithwaite, 

2018). However, the horrific scenarios at the scene and the interviews with 

survivors and witnesses are likely to lead to some degree of impact on the 

investigator's emotional response and mental health, such as the development 

of Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). In mild cases, this can affect the 

investigator's thinking, memory and unconscious recall of trauma-related 

scenarios, and in severe cases, can lead to depression, aggressive or suicidal 

behaviour (World Health Organization, 2004). PTSD is a delayed onset and 

persistence of a mental disorder caused by a person experiencing, witnessing 

or encountering one or more situations such as an actual death or serious injury 

involving themselves or others. There is plenty of research on soldiers who 

have experienced PTSD but limited research on what air accident investigators 

went through. The challenge is the harsh environmental conditions and 

psychological recovery after completing an accident investigation. The purpose 

of this paper is to identify and analyse the possible causes of mental disorders 

among investigators during the accident investigation process and then make 

recommendations to improve the well-being of investigators. 

Current challenges for accident investigators 

Most countries have their own relatively well-developed investigator training 

mechanisms for a continuous supply of investigative talent, so the skills, 



knowledge, and ability to cope with air accident investigators' different 

environmental conditions are all professional. However, accident investigations 

can have varying degrees of mental impact on investigators whose physical 

symptoms begin with easy fatigue. This is followed by a range of mental health 

problems: fear, anxiety, and depression (Foa, Stein and McFarlane, 2006). The 

accident investigator is a member of the professional task-oriented team, which 

may be prone to overlook the individual mental health problems while under 

continuous high-pressure work patterns. These accident investigations' 

challenges not only affect regular work progress to some extent but are also 

highly likely to cause psychological distortions and pathological emotions, 

affecting their physical and mental health.  

The most likely to affect the mental well-being of accident investigators is the 

scene of the air crash. Air crash sites are often littered with human remains, 

blood, fuel, etc., and can be filled with offensive smells that prevent 

investigators from breathing properly, even long after they have left the scene. 

However, investigators must first arrive at the first scene of the crash and, if the 

situation requires, assist in the removal of the bodies and the collection of the 

victims' personal belongings, which are not part of the investigator's job, but 

sometimes cannot be avoided due to lack of staff. In a mass casualty situation, 

investigators are more likely to experience feelings of sadness and stress, 

influencing their mental health (Collins and Long, 2003). Hazards at the 

accident site include "toxic and hazardous cargo, combustible and toxic 

materials, sharp objects, etc." and even blood-borne diseases such as HIV and 

Hepatitis B (National Geographic, 2010). The uncertainty of these hazards at 

the crash site can also lead to a psychological crisis for investigators. 

Accident investigators must provide feedback and communicate with the 

families of the victims. When faced with families of victims who are desperate 

for a proper explanation and the investigator cannot answer, this can create a 



sense of empathy. Communication with the families of victims can also induce 

emotional responses to accident investigators. This can lead to more stress and 

a sense of helplessness building up within the investigators. Furthermore, 

during communication with the families of victims, it is highly likely that 

investigators will develop their feelings of distress because of perceiving the 

plight or grief of others, and these complex emotions can increase the risk of 

PTSD in investigators (Olff, 2017). 

How to take care of accident investigators' well-being? 

Air Accident Investigation Branch (AAIB) may have to take a systematic 

approach to improve accident investigator's psychophysical resilience and 

mental health. The author would like to propose a three-stage of the actions to 

take care of the accident investigator's mental health and well-being as 

following, 

1. Implementation Stress Management Training in the Fundamental 

Accident Investigator Training Course:  

Accident investigators have to work under tremendous stress and 

hazardous conditions that significantly impact mental health. The AAIB 

should incorporate stress management training into the initial accident 

investigation training course.  Clinical science demonstrates that 

psychophysical resilience training can improve the functioning of the 

autonomic nervous system (ANS) and increase physiological and 

behavioural performance (H. Field L. et al., 2018). Resilience refers to 

individuals' ability to resist or recover from suffering negative 

experiences such as anxiety, stress and fatigue (Rutter, 2007). 

Psychophysical resilience has been proven to be associated with some 

inherent traits of professional individuals. There are significant 

correlations between resilience and the big five personality traits: 



resilience is positively correlated with conscientiousness, agreeableness, 

openness to experience and extraversion, and negatively correlated with 

neuroticism (Fayombo, 2010). Furthermore, resilience is associated with 

social intelligence and coping styles related to task and emotion 

(Campbell-Sills, Cohan and Stein, 2006). The stress management 

training can facilitate investigators to self-relieve stress at work and 

ensure their mental health (Rajgopal, 2010) AAIB can strengthen 

investigators with more robust psychological quality and stress 

resistance, tasking them to conduct challenging accident investigation in 

remote sites. Stress management training should be included in the 

training curriculum and assessment to ensure investigators equipped 

with sufficient knowledge and techniques on self-administered stress 

management while facing a heavy workload.  

2. In the process of accident investigation: 

AAIB should establish a compulsory counselling/psychophysical 

coherence training session monthly for accident investigators in major 

accident investigations. It is a long process (between one and two years 

normally) for a major air accident investigation. The AAIB has the 

responsibility to take care of the investigator's mental health and well-

being while investigators have to deal with lots of challenges and 

difficulties to find the contributing factors and write the accident 

investigation report.  As it might take two years from the initial on-site 

investigation phase to the completion of the accident investigation report 

(ICAO, 2012), AAIB should offer an effective service to ensure 

investigators' mental health and well-being. Also, the Employee 

Assistance Programme (EAP) has specific regulations regarding the 

employee's mental health. In the process of an accident investigation, 

the AAIB should first assign a professional to assess the investigator's 



mental health using a professional mental health assessment tool, such 

as the symptom checklist 90 (SCL-90) regularly. If an investigator is 

found to be in potential psychological distress, the AAIB should promptly 

reassign or suspend him or her from work and help him or she receive 

mental health treatment. The regular psychological counselling 

advocated by the EAP is equally essential (Berridge, 1990) as a 

preventive measure against mental disorders (Pawłowski et al., 2018). 

AAIB can provide safeguarding services to the investigators through 

monthly or quarterly talks on mental well-being, psychological 

counselling, etc. Considering the impact of covid-19, AAIB can use 

online talks or counselling to enhance their ability to cope with stress to 

ensure their mental well-being. 

3. Post-accident investigation: 

After completing the accident investigation, AAIB should offer 

continuously supports to the investigator's mental health status and 

provide timely treatment if any mental abnormalities are found to ensure 

that their future lifestyle, work and other aspects are not affected. For 

example, suppose an investigator is at risk of developing PTSD or is 

already suffering from PTSD. In that case, AAIB can commission a 

psychologist to diagnose the investigator using the Clinician-

administered PTSD scale (CAPS) regularly (monthly or quarterly) and 

provide psychological and pharmacological treatment to the investigator. 

If the investigator is at risk of developing PTSD or has already developed 

it, they are treated psychologically and medically. Conversely, the mental 

state is followed up for one to two years (depending on the extent of an 

air crash). Secondly, family support is equally important. There is no 

substitute for the sense of belonging that comes from family and friends' 

support and encouragement, so AAIB should assist the investigator with 



ongoing communication with family members, which goes a long way to 

reducing the investigator's mental stress and maintaining mental well-

being. 

Conclusion 

Although air accidents are infrequent, accident investigators have to be 

prepared to always go to the disaster scene. Accident investigators have been 

trained to conduct professional accident investigations and believe that they are 

more mentally capable than the general population. When faced with harsh 

environments combined with physical and psychological challenges, 

investigators may still have suffered from stress and mental health issues after 

completing their accident investigation reports. Currently, there is a lack of 

provision on providing supports to take care of investigators' mental health and 

well-being, most of the provision are addressing victims' family supports. It has 

to be recognized that the mental health and well-being of accident investigators 

are of equivalent importance to finding the truth and contributing factors of an 

accident. There are lots of tremendous challenges to accident investigators. 

The author would like to propose solutions to strengthen investigators' mental 

health combined with psychophysical resilience training. It will improve 

investigator's performance on accident investigation and increase their well-

being. 
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