
Tips for Coping with Past and Potential Tragedies

The continued threat of terrorist attacks and the war in Iraq are the most recent in a series of events that have impacted our area since 9/11.  The 9/11 attack on the Pentagon, anthrax, the sniper attacks, and even the Space Shuttle crash, along with these new threats, have a cumulative effect on many of us that can be physical, emotional, or behavioral.  To help you understand what is normal and how you and your loved ones can cope during these increasingly difficult times, see the tips below.

There are typical reactions to tragedies and disasters that include the following:

All Ages

· Fears and anxieties

· Fear of darkness

· Fear of being left alone

· Fear of crowds or strangers

· Problems going to sleep

· Nightmares

· Sensitivity to loud noises

· Alcohol and other drug abuse

· Irritability

· Confusion

· Depression

· Reluctance to leave home

Children

· Disobedience

· Crying, whimpering, screaming

· Excessive clinging

· Refusal to go to school

· Behavior problems at school

· Poor school performance

· Fighting

What can you do?  When helping family, friends and co-workers cope with fears related to any tragedy, some individuals may benefit from talking about their own experience and fears. When listening, it is important to acknowledge that the reactions are normal; that it is understandable to feel this way; it isn’t the person’s fault; and that while things won’t be the same, they will eventually get 

better.  Avoid saying things such as: it could have been worse; it’s best to stay busy; I know just how you feel; or get on with your life.  Other individuals may not be ready to talk about their own experience and fears, and it is important to respect this.  Let them know that when they are ready to talk you are there to listen. 
For children, reassurance is the key. Very young children need a lot of cuddling, as well as verbal support.  Answer questions about what happened or what may happen honestly but don't dwell on frightening details or allow the subject to dominate family or classroom time indefinitely.  Encourage children of all ages to express emotions through conversation, drawing, or painting but allow silences. Listen attentively to what children are saying and provide reassurance without minimizing their fears. 

Additionally, try to maintain a normal household and encourage children to participate in recreational activity.  Limit viewing of news coverage and when you do, watch it together so you can answer questions and provide support. Adults should try to resume regular social and recreational activities when appropriate. 

Finally, acknowledge that you may have reactions associated with these traumatic events, and take steps to promote your own physical and emotional healing. 

