Common Reactions to Trauma

The Victorian bushfires may be the worst peace time disaster in Australia, with many lives lost, hundreds of homes destroyed and millions of dollars of other property damage. These fires will have a long lasting impact on the Australian nation and on those individuals who were there or who assisted in dealing with the aftermath. 

When your life or physical integrity has been threatened or you witnessed threat or harm to others, you may experience a period of distress after the event, particularly if the event is sudden and unexpected as the Victorian bushfire was. While you may have escaped physical injury, you may be still at risk of developing emotional difficulties. It is common for people who have experienced or witnessed traumatic situations to have very strong emotional reactions. This is true of both those directly threatened and those personnel that have witnessed the event or provided assistance. Understanding normal responses to these critical events can help you in coping effectively with your feelings, thoughts and behaviours after you have finished assisting with the bushfire response
During Operation VIC FIRE ASSIST

There are some simple steps you can take to help yourself and others during Operation VIC FIRE ASSSIT. These include:

· Look after yourself and your mates as much as you can – make it a priority to eat, rest and sleep.
· Try not to  ‘join the dots’ about victims by thinking or talking about what may have happened or how they suffered

· Try not to  relate this disaster to yourself, e.g. if you see a family who have lost everything, don’t think what that would be like for your family.

· But be prepared to interact with people who have lost everything.

· Be prepared to come across distressing scenes.

· Think about the positives of what you are doing – helping to keep communities safe, rebuilding towns, helping families to be together

· Think about the huge community and national support for what you are doing to help the bushfire victims

· Remember this bushfire was a natural disaster 

What happens to people after a disaster like the Victorian bushfire?
Each person reacts differently to these types of events. Some may appear to be largely unaffected, while others may experience significant and strong emotional reactions. Importantly, while many people may have strong reactions in the early stages, most go on to recover well over time with the use of their natural coping strategies and social supports.

There are a range of emotional reactions that are commonly experienced in the early stages after exposure to a traumatic event.

· One type of reaction is shock. Shock is a sudden and intense disturbance of your emotional state that may leave you feeling stunned or dazed. People in shock often have trouble taking in information and responding to the environment. Shock or denial (which involves difficulty acknowledging that something very stressful has happened or not completely understanding the intensity of the event), may have a short term protective role of shielding the individual from the emotional intensity of the event.

· Whether in shock or not, personnel may find that they act on "autopilot". When there is an important job to do, they focus on the skills they have learnt in training and getting the job done. This is an important part of completing the job one is trained to do and carrying out one's tasks effectively. However, it is important to be aware that in such circumstances the individual may experience a delayed emotional reaction after the immediate crisis has passed and tasks are completed.

· Feelings of grief are also a common reaction when dealing with a disaster like the Victorian bushfire. Grief occurs in reaction to a loss. This is not restricted to the loss of a person, but also the loss of a house or possessions. You may feel overwhelming sadness, helplessness, guilt, confusion or anger. These are healthy ways of coming to terms with the loss. For more information, see the fact sheet on “Information on Grief”.

· Feelings may become intense or unpredictable. You may become irritable and you may experience mood swings. You might be especially anxious or nervous, or feel "down in the dumps", possibly even depressed.

· Thoughts and behaviour patterns may be affected. For example, repeated vivid memories of the event (or "flashbacks") may occur for no apparent reason and can lead to physical reactions such as rapid heart beat or sweating. You may find it difficult to concentrate or make decisions, and you may become more easily confused. Sleep and eating patterns can also be disrupted. You may also begin to avoid certain activities or reminders of the event.

· Recurring emotional reactions are common. Anniversaries of the event, such as at one month or one year, can lead to feelings of depression, anxiety, or guilt. Other reminders such as dealing with people involved in the incident or returning to a similar environment may also trigger upsetting memories. These "triggers" may be accompanied by fears that the stressful event will be repeated. Sometimes familiar situations may become distressing e.g a BBQ may remind you of the bushfire smell.
· Interpersonal relationships often become strained. You may experience greater conflict with family members and co-workers, or you might become withdrawn and isolated.

· Physical symptoms may accompany the extreme stress. For example, headaches, nausea and chest pain may result and may require medical attention. Pre-existing medical conditions may worsen.
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	What can happen to people after a disaster like the Victorian bushfire?
· Mood swings, irritability, feeling down / flat 

· Flashbacks, difficulty concentrating 

· Things don't feel the same at home and/or work 

· Headache, nausea, chest pain


How do people respond differently over time?
As stated earlier, people respond to trauma in different ways. While some will experience shock almost immediately, others may not appear to go into shock at all, but may have delayed reactions. While some people may experience adverse effects for a long period of time, the majority will recover well over time, some quite quickly.

A number of different factors affect each individual's response, including:

· The extent of the trauma. Highly threatening and long lasting events, or those involving loss of life and substantial property loss, like the Victorian bushfires, often take longer to resolve.

· The person's general ability to sustain stress and cope with emotional challenges. People who have coped well with other difficult and stressful circumstances often find it easier to cope with new trauma.

· Other stressful events preceding the bushfires. The more stress the individual is living with before to the traumatic event (e.g. personal or health problems), the more difficult he/she is likely to find it to cope with the trauma.

How should I help myself and my family?
You and the people you work with are often good judges of whether you are affected by the bushfire. If you know, or even just feel, that something isn't quite right, a number of things can be done to help restore emotional and psychological well-being, including the following:

· Monitor your level of re-exposure to the bushfire. There is considerable and ongoing media coverage of events and it is important that you do not worsen you emotional distress by obsessively watching the coverage.

· Communicate your experiences in a way that is comfortable for you. Talking to family, colleagues and close friends often helps, or you may wish to keep a diary.

· Give yourself time to heal. Anticipate that this will be a difficult time and allow yourself to mourn the losses you have experienced. Try to be patient with changes in your emotional state.

· Ask for support when needed. You may like to approach family, friends, or external support agencies. Often trauma survivors find it beneficial to speak to other people exposed to the same or similar traumas e.g. Ash Wednesday.

· Find out about support groups and other health providers. These may include chaplains, psychologists, social workers, or community groups.

· Engage in healthy behaviours. Eating healthy food, avoiding stimulants (e.g. caffeine and nicotine), and getting plenty of rest should help reduce trauma symptoms. If you have ongoing sleeping difficulties, you may find relaxation techniques useful. Avoid alcohol and drugs as much as possible. Establish or re-establish routines such as eating meals at regular times and following an exercise program. Returning to work is also a good idea, as long as you return to a manageable workload.

· Avoid major life decisions such as switching careers or jobs if possible. It is difficult to make a well considered decision while under stress, and you may regret these decisions later on.

· Avoid alcohol as a form of self-medication. It is one way to reduce anxiety and avoid negative feelings but it interferes with your ability to sleep and results in the body losing important minerals needed to mange your emotions effectively. 

· Keeping busy can help but not to the point that you are too tired to feel anything and this will interfere with your relationships with co-workers, family and friends.

	QUICK TIPS: Common Reactions to the Victorian Bushfire

	How should I help myself and my family?
· Talk to family, friends 

· Go with the flow - be patient with your reactions, give yourself time 

· Live well, be well - healthy eating and moderate exercise 

· Avoid stimulants (alcohol, drugs, including caffeine) 

· Avoid making major life decisions 

· Seek support from chaplains, psychologists, social workers, and/or community groups if symptoms persist or become too distressing


Trauma and the Media

Defence personnel and families should monitor the amount of information they see and hear on the bushfire, either on television, on the radio or in the newspapers. Psychologists found that after the Sep 11 terrorist attacks in New York, the worst affected individuals were those that watched extensive television footage repeatedly. Additionally, they found children whose parents allowed them to watch large amounts of the continual coverage were more likely to become distressed.

It is import to know what is going on, but it is also OK to turn off the television for some relief. Make sure you put limits on the amount of media coverage you watch or read. It may also be worth trying to ensure that watching coverage on the TV or reading articles on the bushfire in the paper is not the last activity you engage in before going to bed at night. Try to do something neutral or relaxing before bed. Your sleep is a very important ingredient in your physical and mental health.
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