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Take Home Points
When Terrible Things Happen: What Positive and Negative Reactions You May Experience

· Common Negative Reactions: Irritability, anger, difficulty sleeping and concentrating, physical reactions, emotional detachment, and recurrent distressing thoughts or images.

· Common Positive Reactions: Increased appreciation for and commitment to family and friends, positive change in worldview, changes in priorities, unexpected coping strengths.

· What Helps: Maintain a normal schedule, take breaks, focus on the practical and positive, get rest and healthy meals, exercise, engage in positive activities, spend time with others.

· What Doesn’t Help: Using alcohol/drugs, not taking care of yourself, working too much.

Overcoming Difficult Events: Common Reactions and Examples of Things to Do and Say

· Feeling Overwhelmed? List concerns and identify top priorities, break tasks down into manageable steps, seek available help, rely on your family, friends and community.

· Excessive Anger? Walk away from stressful situations, cool down, talk to a friend, get physical exercise, distract yourself with positive activities, problem-solve the situation.

· Sleep Difficulties? Keep a consistent sleep schedule, exercise in the daytime, relax before bedtime, reduce alcohol consumption, no caffeine in the evening, no naps after 4 pm.  

· Shifts in Interpersonal Relationships? Tolerate different ways of working through problems, ask family and friends how they are doing, say to family or friends, “We’re crabby with each other and that is completely normal, given what we’ve been through.”  

Alcohol, Medication, and Drug Use after Difficult Events

· Pay attention to any change in your use of alcohol and/or drugs.

· If you find that you have difficulty controlling alcohol or substance use, seek support.

· If you have had an alcohol, medication, or drug problem in the past, talk to your family, friends, your 12-step sponsor, or counselor about your situation.  

Calming Techniques

· When tense, anxious or over-aroused: Take a normal breath and exhale very slowly while silently repeating a cue word that you find calming (e.g., say “relax” or “calm”). Pause and count to four before taking the next breath. Repeat the entire sequence 10 to 15 times.

· Increase activities that promote positive emotions.

· Alcohol and drugs are not helpful for calming and interfere with normal sleep.

Connecting with Others: Seeking Social Support

· Explore Support Options: Spouses, trusted family members, close friends, counselors, clergy, co-workers, and support groups are potential sources of good social support.
· Don’t: Wait until you are stressed out to seek help, assume others won’t want to help, or keep quiet because you are worried about being a burden or upsetting others.

· Do: Decide what to discuss and when to talk, state the main thing you need and how others can help, talk about painful thoughts/feelings when you are ready, thank supporter.
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Connecting with Others: Giving Social Support

· Why People Avoid Seeking Support: Doubt that others will understand or help, wanting to avoid thinking about problem, feeling embarrassed or weak, not sure where to get help.

· Don’t: Act like the person is weak or exaggerating, stop the person from talking about what is bothering them, rush to tell someone they will be okay, give advice without listening.

· Do: Show interest and care, respect others’ ways of coping, help brainstorm positive ways to deal with problems, offer to talk or get together as much as is needed.

Problem Solving

· Define the Problem: Focus on one problem at a time, break big problems down to small parts, carefully and clearly define the problem, write definition of problem on paper.

· List Possible Solutions: Write down at least 10 practical, useful and specific solutions. 

· Choose the Best Solution: Circle solutions that seem the most reasonable and helpful, solutions that you would be willing to do and that you would like to put into action.

· Specify a Plan of Action and Act: Specify steps you will take to put your plan into action, commit to taking those steps within a reasonable time, take action and follow your plan.

Helpful Thinking

· Appraisals are the thoughts and beliefs that run through a person’s head when they consider a situation. Emotions are the result of appraisals. Distorted, inaccurate, or pessimistic appraisals may lead to negative emotions.

· Increase awareness of your appraisals that lead to negative emotions (e.g., the appraisal, “The world is a dangerous place” may result in feelings of fear, mistrust, and anxiety).

· Replacing distorted or pessimistic appraisals with ones that are realistic and optimistic will lead to different, more positive emotions (e.g., the new appraisal, “The world is not always dangerous” is more likely to result in feelings of hope, trust, peace and calm).

Other Helpful Coping Strategies

· Talk to Someone: Sometimes it can be useful to talk through upsetting thoughts and feelings with a trusted friend. Alternately, you may decide to talk with a friend about other topics, in an effort to get your mind off distressing thoughts and feelings for a time.

· Spirituality: If you have a spiritual or religious practice, drawing on your beliefs, traditions and practices during difficult times may be of great benefit for you.

· Schedule Pleasant Activities: Although you may not feel like being active when your mood is low, increasing the number of positive activities you do is an effective way to combat a depressed mood. Identify things you enjoy and schedule them into your day.
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*Training material adapted from the National Center for PTSD and National Child Traumatic Stress Network’s Psychological First Aid (2006) and Skills for Psychological Recovery (2007) Field Guides














