EFFECTIVE WAYS OF COPING

FOLLOWING A TRAUMATIC EVENT

1. Accept all of the feelings you are having as normal reactions to an extraordinary event.  You are not “crazy”.  You are reacting normally to a “crazy” event.  Be patient with yourself.  It takes time to recover emotionally from a traumatic event.

2. Accept the fact that you have been a victim and accept the feelings that result.  Remember: others may not validate your feelings.  In fact, they may minimize your experience: “It was an accident,” or  “You were only a witness,” or “You were really lucky,” or “It’s been two weeks, why are you still bothered?”

3. Don’t revert to alcohol, drugs, or overeating to cope.  They will only make matters worse.

4. Maintain normalcy.  Go about your daily routines and take care of business.

5. Attempt to understand what happened by getting the facts.

6. Ventilate: Talk about the event and write about it.

7. Combat any guilt you might have by:

· Accept it as a part of life.

· Talking to others about your role and their role during the event.  You are probably not alone in your reaction to this event

· Realizing you were a victim yourself and not a trained rescuer.

· Recognizing what you “did right”.

· Recognizing the extenuating circumstances related to the event: the suddenness, the danger, etc.

8. Help each other.

Reach out to support those who are particularly traumatized.
1. The first response to your loss may be shock.  You may feel numb and like the situation is unreal.  You may have moments of disbelief that your loved one is really gone.  Others may want you to quickly “accept reality and get on with your life”.  Don’t be hurried.  There is no timetable.  Accepting the reality of your loss may be a slow and gradual process.

2. Be involved in burial and funeral planning.  Take the time to explore the many options available to you.  Plan a service, which is meaningful and special to you and your family.  There are no hard and fast rules.  Take charge and make whatever you decide a plan, which reflects you and your family’s unique wishes.

3. Avoid major decisions until you have recovered from the initial turmoil following a death.

4. How to deal with children.  Tell the truth about what happened; answer questions in a straightforward manner; let the child participate in the family sorrow and in grieving rituals; protect the child from imagined guilt (“I was bad – it was my fault”); provide lots of love and reassurance.

5. Accept your feelings: you may find yourself experiencing a “roller coaster” of feelings for weeks and months after the loss.  Don’t try to escape these feelings.  They are normal.  You must go through them.

· Anger: you may blame yourself, a family member, the deceased, or God for the loss (“Why me?!”)

· Guilt: “If only I had done….”

· Depression: You may feel unable to perform even basic daily tasks.  You may feel “Why bother”?

6.  Keep a journal: it may help to write down how you are feeling.

7. Seek help from others:

· Family and friends: Talking to those outside of the immediate family may help you to express your feelings without blaming those closest to you.

· Professional: Seek professional help if despair and worthlessness persist; if your family relationships are deteriorating; or if you continue to blame yourself for what happened.

· Support Groups: There are support groups (such as Compassionate Friends) where you can receive support from others who have lost a loved one.

8. Nurture yourself:  On a daily basis, do something good for yourself.
· Hope and healing: It may take time and work, but you can survive a terrible loss.  You may never completely get over the loss of a loved one, but you can live in the future with joy and perhaps with a new understanding and purpose.

EMOTIONAL FIRST AID
Helping the Emotionally Injured After Tragedy Strikes

1. Reach Out Physically

· Position yourself at the victim’s side and at his/her level

· Touch – unless the victim pulls away

· Use a soft voice

· Use the victim’s name

2. Reach Out Emotionally

· Ask the victim how he/she is feeling

· Acknowledge the victim’s experience

· Don’t minimize the victim’s experience (i.e. “You’ll be OK”)

3. Don’t Overlook the Quiet Victims
Many victims after a traumatic event are stunned and may appear unaffected.  Remember that many people can be affected by a tragic event – witnesses, rescuers, and children…

· Don’t overlook these “invisible victims”

· When you suspect someone is affected by a tragic event, reach out with caring and curiosity – “How are you?”

4. Protect the victim from making impulsive decisions
Most major decisions can wait until the victim is thinking clearly.

· Protect the victim from being victimized by others who may not have the best interest of the victim in mind.

· Provide for the victim’s physical needs – food, medicine, and safe place.

5.
Reassure: Many victims have an urgent need for information after a tragic event – “What happened?”; “Why?”  Assist the victim in getting the information he/she needs.  The victim may need an Information Advocate.

· Victims often blame themselves for the crisis event.  Help a guilty victim gain perspective by asking him to tell you the “whole story”.

· Try to gently point out to the victim what he/she did right before, during, or after the tragic event.

6. Organize: Victims are often paralyzed after a tragic event and often lose their capacity to deal with all of the new demands created by the tragedy. Assist the victim in developing a simple plan.  Suggest – “Let’s focus on what needs to be done now”.

7. Reinforce the actions, which the victim is taking or wants to take to emotionally survive the tragic event.  The victim will struggle to find something or someone to hold onto in the first few hours.  You may need to "clear the way” so that what the victim wants to do he/she is able to do.

8. Summary: In the first few hours after a tragic event, the victim is often surrounded by people who have “a job to do” or who have opinions about what the victim should or shouldn’t do.  The primary goal of the person providing Emotional First Aid is to enable the victim to act according to his/her wishes, values, and beliefs and not according to what others think should be done.

· Do not “over care” or do too much for the victim.  Remember that the primary psychological challenge for the victim is to be encouraged to make decisions and take action in his/her own behalf.

· Finally, a broken heart cannot be “fixed”.  Don’t try!  A caring presence is what you can offer someone who is emotionally devastated.  Just being there is very powerful and will be experienced by the victim as very helpful.

What to Say                             
           What NOT to Say
“What happened?”                     
           “I know how you feel”

“I’m so sorry”                            
           “Calm down”

“This must be very difficult for you”
“Don’t cry”

“It’s OK to feel…”                  

“It could be worse”

“PLEASE ASK” By: Barbara Taylor Hudson

Someone asked me about you today.  It’s been so long since anyone has done that.  It felt so good to talk about you, to share my memories of you, to simply say your name out loud.  She asked me if I minded talking about what happened to you.  Or would it be too painful to speak of it.  I told her I think of it every day, and speaking about it helps me to release the tormented thoughts whirling around in my head.  She said she never realized the pain would last this long.  She apologized for not asking sooner.  I told her, “Thanks for asking”.  I don’t know if it was curiosity or concern that made her ask, but told her, “Please do it again sometime...Soon”
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