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Special points of interest:

*    After the Disaster… Why do I feel like this?

*What You Can Do For Your Family.
*    After the Disaster… Stress Reactions.

*    After the Disaster… Coping Suggestions.

*    Understanding Trauma and Post Trauma Responses.
After the Disaster... Why Do I Feel Like This?
     There are two types of disaster: natural disasters like the damage that results from a hurricane, a tornado, floods, and earthquakes, and disasters that result from an intentional action of a person.  This second type includes the intentional acts of terrorism that were just committed in our country.  When the disaster is person caused, our reactions are more severe and become much more complicated and difficult to overcome.

     This disaster has probably caused you to question a number of things that you previously believed about your own safety, the safety of your family and friends, and moral issues of right and wrong behavior.  This questioning is a normal reaction to a disaster caused by another human being and it is important that you give yourself time to sort out your feelings and thoughts.  Don’t expect easy answers.  

     We want to provide you with information and a clearer perspective about the emotional and physical reactions you may be experiencing and the impact this event has had, and will have, on your life and on the lives of people around you.  We hope this will help you put this event in its proper place in YOUR life.

     Why was this event so disturbing and stressful?  Disaster research tells us why some disasters are more stressful than others.  The reasons include:

Lack of warning.  If we can prepare for something, even a disaster, the event is less frightening than if we have no warning.  Abrupt change of reality.  A safe area suddenly becomes unsafe.  Type of destructive agent used.  The power of a bomb or gun or whatever was used to harm others is frightening.  In this disaster, the use of a common means of safe transportation is very upsetting.

Fear of additional destruction.  We don t know what will happen next so we are in a state of alert.  Outcome of rescue attempts.  Fears that no one or few people will be found alive or that the rescue crews, themselves, can be hurt.  Trauma associated with seeing death so close at hand.  Seeing the dead and critically injured is especially disturbing and there are feelings that there should have been some way to prevent such a disaster from happening.

After the Disaster... Stress Reactions

    When disasters strike, research has shown that families who have suffered loss have experienced the following symptoms: 

*Increased irritability. 

*Arguments and family discord, that can include domestic violence.

*Clinging, acting out and regressive behaviors by children.  *Illness and psychosomatic problems for adults and children. 

*Exhaustion. 

*Decreased intimacy. 

*Increased alcohol  consumption and/or substance abuse.

*Survivor's guilt. 

     It is important that  to recognize such signs when we suffer a tragedy, so  we will be able to cope with and work through our feelings and foster an environment for our families to do the same.

After the Disaster… Coping Suggestions

      After this disaster, our environment has become very different.  Exits are blocked, sidewalks may be impassable, vehicles are searched and armed guards watch.
If you are prepared ahead of time, you will be better able to cope with the disaster and recover more quickly.  Here are some common coping tips.  

 *  Give yourself permission and TIME to grieve. 

 *  Focus on your strengths and coping skills.    

 *  Ask for support and help from your family, friends, church or other resources.  Join or develop support groups. 

 *  Redefine your priorities and focus your energy and resources on those priorities. 

 *  Set small realistic goals to help tackle obstacles.  For example, reestablish daily routines for yourself and your family. 

 *  Clarify feelings and assumptions about your partner.  Remember that men and women react differently.  Women tend to be caretakers and put others first.  Men have difficulty acknowledging and expressing feelings of helplessness and sadness and believe in "toughing it out." 

 *  Eat healthy meals and exercise. 

 *  Get enough rest to increase your reserve strength. 

 *  Acknowledge unresolved issues and use the hurt and pain as a motivator to make the necessary changes to heal. 

 *  Continue to educate yourself and your family about normal reactions to a disaster. 

 *  Talk to your children.  Be supportive.  Set an example by expressing your feelings and showing problem solving skills in dealing with family problems.
Understanding Trauma and Post Trauma Reactions

     Traumatic experiences shake the foundations of our beliefs about safety, and shatter trust. 

     Because they are so far outside what we would expect, these events provoke reactions that feel strange and "crazy".  Perhaps the most helpful thing we can say here is that even though these reactions are unusual and disturbing, they are typical and expectable.  By and large, these are normal responses to abnormal events. 

     Trauma symptoms are probably adaptive, and originally evolved to help us recognize and avoid other dangerous situations quickly--before it was too late.  Commonly, these symptoms resolve within a few days or weeks of an experience. 

     Secondary traumatization. Known by various names -- compassion fatigue, secondary or vicarious traumatization, and "burn out" is an aspect of traumatic exposure that can affect most people.  Primarily, it affects the workers who help trauma and disaster victims.  These people include psychologists and other mental health professionals, but also the emergency workers--EMTs, physicians, fire, police, search & rescue, etc. -- exposed to an overdose of victim suffering.  Also, some people tend to be “news hounds” and constantly watch the television for the latest  and repeated coverage of traumas.  Be careful about this.

     Expect this… if you work with or are exposed to the many stories of multiple disaster/trauma victims, you need to take steps to protect yourself at the first sign of trouble.  Basically, there are three risk factors for secondary traumatization:

1)  Exposure to the stories (or images) of multiple disaster victims. 

2)  Your empathic sensitivity to their suffering.

3)  Any unresolved emotional issues that relate (affectively or symbolically) to the suffering seen. 

	If you have Ideas or Questions you want to learn about, Contact us at our offices by telephone


What You Can Do for Your Family.

Here are tips for helping your family members. 

*Listen and empathize.  An good listener is important.

*Spend time with the traumatized person. There is no substitute for personal presence. 

*Offer assistance and caring.  Voiced support is critical.

*Re-assure children, elderly and even adults:  they  are safe. 

*Don't tell traumatized people they are "lucky it wasn't worse". Such statements do not console traumatized people. Tell them instead that you're sorry such an event has occurred, and that you want to understand and assist them. 

*  Respect a family member's need for privacy and private grief. 

Sources: American Red Cross; Los Angeles Mental Health Association 
