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Managing
Traumatic Stress

Tipsfor Recovering
FromDisasters
and Other Traumatic Events

The September 11th terrorist attacks were the type of events we thought could never happen. Like other

types of disasters they were unexpected, sudden and overwhelming. It is common for people who have

experienced traumatic situations to have very strong emotional reactions. In some cases, there are no

outwardly visible signs of physical injury, but there is nonetheless a serious emotional toll.

Understanding normal responses to these abnormal events can aid you in coping effectively with your

feelings, thoughts, and actions, and help you along the path to recovery.

What happens to people after a disaster or
other traumatic event?

Shock and denial are typical responses to disasters and
other kinds of trauma, especially shortly after the event.
Both shock and denial are normal protective reactions.

Shock is a sudden and often intense disturbance of your
emotional state that may |eave you feeling stunned or
dazed. Denial involvesyour not acknowledging that
something very stressful has happened, or not experienc-
ing fully theintensity of the event. You may temporarily
feel numb or disconnected from life.

Astheinitial shock subsides, reactions vary from one
person to another. The following, however, are normal
responsesto atraumatic event:

Feelingsbecomeintenseand sometimesareunpredict-
able. You might become moreirritablethan usual, and
your mood may change back and forth dramatically. You
might be especially anxious or nervous, or you might even
become depressed.

Thoughtsand behavior patternsareaffected by the
trauma. You might have repeated and vivid memories of
the event. These flashbacks may occur for no apparent
reason and may lead to physical reactions such asrapid
heart beat or sweating.

Y oumay findit difficultto concentrateor makedecisions, or
becomemoreeasily confused. Sleep and eating patternsal so
may bedisrupted.

Recurring emational reactionsarecommon. Anniversa-
ries of the event, such as at one month or one year, aswell
as reminders such as aftershocks from earthquakes or the
sounds of sirens, can trigger upsetting memories of the
traumatic experience. These“triggers’ may be accompa-
nied by fearsthat the stressful event will be repeated.

I nter per sonal relationshipsoften becomestrained.
Greater conflict, such asmore frequent argumentswith
family membersand coworkers, iscommon. On the other
hand, you might become withdrawn and isolated and
avoidyour usual activities.

Physical symptomsmay accompany theextremestress.
For example, headaches, nauseaand chest pain may result
and may require medical attention. Preexisting medical
conditions may worsen due to the stress.

How do people respond differently over
time?

Itisimportant for you to realize that thereisnot one
“standard” pattern of reaction to the extreme stress of
traumatic experiences. Some people respond immediately,
while others have delayed reactions — sometimes months
or even yearslater. Some have adverse effectsfor along
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period of time, while othersrecover rather quickly.

And reactions can change over time. Some who have
suffered from traumaare energized initially by theevent to
help them with the challenge of coping, only to later
become discouraged or depressed.

A number of factorstend to affect the length of time
required for recovery, including:

<> Thedegreeof intensity and loss. Eventsthat last
longer and pose agreater threat, and where loss of life or
substantial loss of property isinvolved, often take longer
toresolve.

<> A person’sgeneral ability to copewith emotional-
ly challenging situations. Individualswho have handled
other difficult, stressful circumstanceswell may find it
easier to cope with the trauma.

<> Other stressful eventsprecedingthetraumatic
experience. Individualsfaced with other emotionally
challenging situations, such as serious health problems or
family-related difficulties, may have moreintense reactions
to the new stressful event and need more timeto recover.

How do I help myself and my family?

There are anumber of steps you can take to help restore
emotional well being and asense of control following a
disaster or other traumatic experience, including the
fallowing:

<> Giveyour sdf timeto heal. Anticipate that thiswill
beadifficult timeinyour life. Allow yourself to mourn the
losses you have experienced. Try to be patient with
changesin your emotional state.

X3 Ask for support from peoplewho car eabout you
and who will listen and empathize with your situation. But
keep in mind that your typical support system may be
weakened if those who are close to you also have experi-
enced or witnessed the trauma.

Communicateyour experiencein whatever waysfeel
comfortableto you— such as by talking with family or
closefriends, or keeping adiary.

<> Find out about local support groupsthat oftenare
available such asfor those who have suffered from natural
disasters, or for women who are victims of rape. These can
be especially helpful for peoplewith limited personal
support systems.

Try to find groups led by appropriately trained and

experienced professionals. Group discussion can help
peoplerealize that other individual sin the same circum-
stances often have similar reactions and emotions.

<> Engagein healthy behavior sto enhanceyour
ability to copewith excessive stress. Eat well-balanced
meals and get plenty of rest. If you experience ongoing
difficultieswith sleep, you may be ableto find somerelief
through relaxation techniques. Avoid alcohol and drugs.

<> Establish or reestablish routinessuch aseating
mealsat regular times and following an exercise program.
Take sometime off from the demands of daily life by
pursuing hobbies or other enjoyable activities.

<> Avoid major lifedecisionssuch asswitching
careersor jobsif possible because these activities tend to
behighly stressful.

<> Becomeknowledgeableabout what to expect asa
result of trauma. Some of the“ Additional Resources’
listed at the end of thisfact sheet may help you with this
learning process.

How do | take care of children's special
needs?

Theintense anxiety and fear that often follow a disaster or
other traumatic event can be especially troubling for
children. Some may regress and demonstrate younger
behaviors such as thumb sucking or bed wetting. Children
may be more proneto nightmares and fear of sleeping
alone. Performancein school may suffer. Other changesin
behavior patterns may include throwing tantrums more
frequently, or withdrawing and becoming more solitary.

There are several things parents and others who care for
children can do to help alleviate the emotional conse-
guencesof trauma, including thefollowing:

<> Spend mor etimewith children and let them be
mor edependent on you during the monthsfollowing the
trauma- for example, allowing your child to cling to you
more often than usual. Physical affection isvery comfort-
ing to children who have experienced trauma.

<> Provideplay experiencestohelp relievetension.
Younger childrenin particular may find it easier to share
their ideas and feelings about the event through nonver-
bal activities such asdrawing.

<> Encourageolder children to speak withyou, and
with one another, about their thoughts and feelings. This
helps reduce their confusion and anxiety related to the
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trauma. Respond to questions in terms they can compre-
hend. Reassure them repeatedly that you care about them
and that you understand their fears and concerns.

<> Keep regular schedulesfor activitiessuch as
eating, playing and going to bed to help restore a sense of
security and normalcy.

When should | seek professional help?

Some people are able to cope effectively with the emo-
tional and physical demands brought about by a natural
disaster or other traumatic experience by using their own
support systems. It is not unusual, however, to find that
serious problems persist and continue to interfere with
daily living. For example, somemay feel overwhelming
nervousness or lingering sadness that adversely affects
job performance and interpersonal relationships.

Individualswith prolonged reactionsthat disrupt their
daily functioning should consult with atrained and
experienced mental health professional. Psychologists
and other appropriate mental health providershelp
educate people about normal responses to extreme stress.
These professionalswork with individual s affected by
traumato help them find constructive ways of dealing with
theemotional impact.

With children, continual and aggr essveemotional
outbursts, seriousproblemsat schoal, preoccupation with
thetraumaticevent, continued and extremewithdrawal,
and other signsof intenseanxiety or emotional difficul-
tiesall point totheneed for professional assistance. A
qualified mental health professional can help such children
and their parents understand and deal with thoughts,
feelingsand behaviorsthat result from trauma.

What resources may | obtain from APA?

Talk to Someone Who Can Help, a brochure about
psychotherapy and choosing a psychologist from the
American Psychological Association can be ordered free
of charge. Call 1-800-964-2000

Get thefacts: Howto find help through psychotherapy, a
brief question-and-answer guide that provides basic
information about psychotherapy and how it can help.
www.hel ping.apa.org/therapy/psychotherapy.html

Find a Psychologist, information on how to be connected
with the state psychological association referral network
inyour area. Thisinformation isalso available by calling

1-800-964-2000, or on the web at www.helping.apa.org/
find.html

Coping with Terrorism, adocument that offerstips on
managing this type of stress, can be found on the web at
www.helping.apa.org/daily/terrorism.html

1’1l Know What To Do: A Kid’s Guideto Natural
Disasters, Bonnie S. Mark, Ph.D., and AvivaL ayton,
illustrated by Michael Chesworth, abook that helpskids
understand and cope with their feelings and reactionsto
frightening natural disasters, can be ordered onlinefrom

WWW.maginationpress.com

A Terrible Thing Happened, a storybook for children
who have witnessed a violent or traumatic event, can be
ordered online from www.maginationpress.com

Additional Resources

Other materialsavailable vialnternet offer additional
information about coping with traumatic events:

The American Red Cross hasseveral brochuresavailable
on line, including: Helping Young Children Cope with
Trauma, When Bad Things Happen, Disaster
Preparedness for People with Disabilities, and How Do |
Deal With My Feelings? These documents can be
retrieved and printed from the website at

www.redcross.org/pubs/dspubs/terrormat.html

L ocal chapter s of the American Red Cross may be ableto
direct you to additional resources. You can log on at
www.redcross.org and enter your zip codewhere it says
“Find Your Local Red Cross.” The contact information for
your local chapter will also be availableinyour telephone
book.

National Organization for VictimsAssistance, 1730 Park
Road, NW, Washington, D.C. 20010; toll-free 1-800- TRY-
NOVA; inD.C. metropolitan area, (202) 232-6682;

www.try-nova.org

Emotional Reactionsto Disasters, University of Illinois
Cooperative Extension Service, isonlineat

http://www.ag.uiuc.edu/~disaster/ facts/emotion.html
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