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CHAPTER 8 

PRACTICAL GUIDELINES 

 

In this chapter we focus on a large number of practical steps that could serve as 

guidelines to victims. Firstly, the focus will be on some practical measures that can be 

taken after a disaster or traumatic experience, and secondly, will follow some typical 

warnings of trauma-related stress. 

• Steps to be taken after a disaster/trauma 

o What you could do for yourself 

 Acknowledge your own feelings. 
 Talk to others regarding your feelings.  To talk about it is like healing medicine.  

It will help to alleviate your stress and to help you to realize that other victims 

share your feelings. 
 Remember, you are experiencing normal reactions in an abnormal situation. 
 Accept support from loved-ones, friends, neighbours, church or from the 

community. 
 People really care – accept it in the spirit that it is presented. 
 Give yourself permission to feel miserable – you are suffering due to a loss.  

Give yourself time and permission to grieve. 
 It is also fine to grieve for the loss of material things. You wouldn’t have had it 

and spent time on it if it didn’t mean anything to you. 
 Whenever you feel miserable, remember that those around you most probably 

go through the same emotions and stress. 
 Do not immediately consider any large life changes.  During periods of intense 

stress people are generally inclined to take the wrong decisions. Remember 

the rule: when your emotions are high your IQ goes low. 
 Focus on your strong points and on techniques to survive. 
 Join or establish a support group. 
 Re-define your priorities and focus your energy and abilities thereon. 
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 Identify small but realistic goals to address barriers.  For example, begin to set 

daily routines for you and your family again. 
 Identify clear feelings and assumptions regarding your spouse. Remember 

that men and women react differently. Women are more prone to give and put 

others first. Men find it difficult to express their feelings of helplessness and 

sadness and they also find it very difficult to acknowledge it.  They tend to 

think that one has to be ‘strong’ during such circumstances. 
 Physical exercise helps to release stress. Vigorous exercise that is alternated 

with relaxation could also help to normalize physical reactions. 
 Eat well-balanced meals and rest enough to build your reserves. 
 Unresolved issues must not be ignored – use the pain and hurt to motivate 

you to make the necessary adjustments to heal. 
 Keep informing yourself and your family regarding normal reactions after a 

disaster or crisis. 
 Whenever possible, take time off to do something that you enjoy. 
 Hug someone – touching is important. 
 Be good towards yourself. 
 Remember, you are not alone. 

o What you could do for your family members and other people 

 Listen and show empathy. An emphatic listener plays an important role. 

 Spend time with a traumatized person. There is no substitute for personal 

presence. 

 Offer support and sympathy. Oral support is critically important. 

 Assure children, elderly people and even adults that they are safe. 

 Never tell traumatized people that they should be ‘lucky that it wasn’t worse’.  

Such statements don’t provide any comfort.  On the contrary, tell them that 

you are sorry that it happened to them and that you will be there to try and 

understand and support them. 

 Respect the need for privacy of a family member as well as allowing him/her 

to grieve in private. 

 Talk to you children. Be supportive. Set an example by expressing your own 

feelings as well as using the correct techniques to solve family problems. 
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o Normal reactions to expect 

  A person could initially go into a state of shock, although they might 

experience a lack of feeling and dullness.  It will help to survive if you could try 

and keep busy during this time. 
 You could also become anxious and lose control. Some common signs are 

the following: 
- Nervousness 

- Shivering 

- Dizziness 

- Inability to pace yourself and to relax 

- Palpitations 

- Inability to concentrate 

- Breathing problems 

- Sleep disorders 

It helps to acknowledge the feelings and also to talk to somebody about it. 

 It is very important to re-instate routine activities such as: regular meals, 

regular resting periods, brushing teeth, bath, shaving etc. 
 At times you might experience anger. You could often feel bitter towards 

everything and everybody. It helps to express this unhappiness. This type of 

energy can also be channelled by keeping busy and focus on day-to-day 

planning. 
 A person could also become very sad and depressed. The most obvious signs 

of this condition are the following:  lack of appetite, exhaustion, restlessness, 

feelings of hopelessness and worthlessness, withdrawal etc. In this regard it 

will help to keep in contact with other people and to remind yourself that you 

are not alone. 
 We might experience fears regarding our safety and future. Yet, many of these 

fears disappear over time as our lives gradually normalize again. 
 One can also experience feelings of guilt regarding what happened. You might 

wonder whether you were responsible for it, you might experience negative 

feelings because of the help that you receive and also feelings that you’ve 

probably not done enough to help others around you during the crisis. The 
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courage that everybody who is involved with your supportive structure is 

however, a definite indication that you will definitely survive this crisis. Things 

will for sure not be the same again – in many instances the experience will 

however make us stronger through our hope, faith and the combined efforts 

of our supporting structures, community and the church. 

 

• Warning signs of trauma-related stress 

o Certain initial reactions after a disaster/trauma 

   Fear. 

   Disbelief. 

   Unwillingness to let go of property. 

   Disorientation and apathy. 

   Problems in making decisions. 

   A need for information. 

   A need for help for your family and yourself. 

   Being helpful towards other trauma victims. 

o Some later reactions 

 Changes regarding appetite as well as digestive problems. 

 Insomnia as well as headaches. 

 Repeating thoughts and nightmares regarding the trauma. 

 Experiencing anxiety and fear especially during exposure to events or 

situations that remind you of the trauma. 

 The inability to acknowledge certain aspects of the trauma while certain 

activities, places or people that could remind you of the trauma, are avoided. 

 The person becomes very sensitive, frightens easily and is excessively 

nervous and vigilant. 

 Rage, suspicion and bitterness. 

 The person angers easily. 

 Apathy and depression. 

 Cries without any obvious reason. 
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 Memory problems including problems in remembering certain aspects 

regarding the trauma. 

 Frustration and feelings of incapacity regarding your own future. 

 Problems in making decisions. 

 More problems regarding allergies, colds and flu. 

 Feelings of being totally overwhelmed. 

 Feelings of absent-mindedness and inability to focus on work and daily 

activities. 

 Feelings of emotional numbness, withdrawal, being cut-off and different from 

other people. 

 Feelings of depression, sadness and a loss of energy. 

 Feelings of helplessness and hopelessness. 

 Excessive feelings of protection or fears regarding the lives of loved-ones. 

 Mood swings and irritability. 

 Anxious regarding the future. 

 Disappointment, rejecting help, isolating from family, friends and social 

activities. 

 Feelings of guilt regarding the inability to prevent the disaster. 

 Domestic violence. 

o The particular effect on children 

 There often is regression to previous behaviour such as thumb-sucking or 

bed-wetting. 

 Clinging to parents. 

 Doesn’t want to go to bed at night. 

 Nightmares. 

 Fantasizing that the disaster never happened. 

 Crying and screaming. 

 Regression and immobility. 

 Refuse to go to school. 

 Problems at school and concentration problems. 
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o Some common signs of stress-reaction 

  Physical signs 

- Exhaustion. 

- Nausea. 

- Muscle pains. 

- Convulsions. 

- Chest pains. 

- Breathing problems. 

- Palpitations. 

- Excessive thirst. 

- Eye problems. 

- Vomiting. 

- Gritting teeth. 

- Feeling run-down. 

- Dizziness. 

- Excessive sweating. 

- Feeling cold as well as fainting. 

   Cognitive signs          

- Blaming others. 
- Confusion. 
- Find it difficult to concentrate on one issue. 
- Increased or decreased vigilance. 
- Over-cautiousness. 
- Problems to recognize familiar objects or people. 
- Increased or decreased awareness of the environment. 
- Poor problem-solving abilities. 
- Inability to abstract thinking. 
- Loss of orientation regarding time, place and person. 
- Confused mind. 
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  Emotional signs     

- Anxiety. 

- Sadness. 

- Denial. 

- Severe panic. 

- Emotional shock. 

- Fear. 

- Insecurity. 

- Loss of emotional control. 

- Depression. 

- Inappropriate emotional reactions. 

- Excessive feelings of concern. 

- Intense anger. 

   Behavioural signs 

- Change in activities. 
- Change in speech patterns. 
- Emotional outbursts. 
- Suspicion. 
- Change in normal communication. 
- Change in use of alcohol. 
- Inability to rest. 
- Anti-social acts. 
- Physical complaints that can’t be specified. 
- Hyper-vigilance regarding the environment. 
- The person is easily scared. 
- Maintaining a fast tempo. 
- Jerky movements. 
- Changes in sexual functioning. 

 


