Basic Principles of Helpful Coping After a Critical Incident
1. “Resilience” is a word that describes a person’s ability to recover from (or adjust to) misfortune or change.  Emergency responders are resilient people, but some events can get to anybody.  
2. Most people adjust to horrible misfortune after expectable, temporary reactions.  Temporary distress and disruptions can last up to about four to six weeks.  During that time, try out the ways described below and other ways that have helped you in the past.  
3. People who use Helpful Coping have found that it helps to:
a. Accept the reactions that they have.  Allow unpleasant reactions to flow through.  They will go away in time.

b. “Balance” themselves by avoiding extremes.  Finding a middle ground between:
· Never talking about it and always talking about it.

· Spending time with supportive people and alone to think about the situation.

· Taking the time to care for themselves and staying productive.

c. Confront reactions and memories of the incident in ways that fit your style, like writing or talking about it, visiting people or places connected to the incident, or just carrying on.  Recall and use ways that have helped you in the past.  Talk with friends and colleagues about ways that have helped them.  Exchange emotional support and useful information.
4. If disruption continues, call for backup.  If your reactions remain disruptive after six weeks, see a licensed mental health professional who is familiar with the work of emergency responders.

	The Four Most Common Reactions:
	
	Ways That Have Helped People Handle Them:

	1. Unwanted Thoughts: Images and thoughts that keep popping into your mind.
	
	· Log your reactions

· “Thought Stopping” Give yourself a firm instruction to STOP obsessing about that.
· Write about the incident and your reactions

· Choose to “change the subject” on purpose after doing the above.

	2. Nervous Reactions: Feeling jumpy, worries, fears, irritability, waves of emotion.
	
	· Understand that your reactions are common and expected following very difficult experiences.  Accept and roll with them. They will run their course.  Relax with them. 

· Physical Relaxation and Deep Breathing.

· Let time pass.  Disruption is temporary.  Stay involved in activities that take your mind off yourself.  Do activities that you enjoy, with people you enjoy.

· Decide what you would recommend to a friend in your situation.  Do it yourself.

	3. Physical Responses: Difficulty sleeping, change in appetite aches and pains, tight muscles, hypervigilance.
	
	· Old-fashioned Remedies that have helped you before: stretching, massage, hot tub,    relaxation, sports, hobbies, friendships, etc.

·  Exercise at levels right for you:  Start, decide to keep going, and log your time.

· Getting to sleep:

· Limit caffeine consumption in all forms and avoid alcohol.

· Turn the clock face away from your view.

· Give yourself a chance to drift off naturally.

· If you haven’t fallen asleep, get out of bed and write down any thoughts that may be worrying you, so you can deal with them tomorrow.

· Complete one set of slightly strenuous physical exercise

· Go back to bed. If still awake after a reasonable amount of time, exercise again.  Most people fall asleep in three sets or less.

· Medication may help if sleep difficulties persist.  Follow doctor’s orders and quit the pills when you and doctor agree.  Please do not use alcohol for sleep.

· Balanced nutrition: High fiber, high vitamin foods are best.  Eat regular, healthy meals.  Avoid foods high in fats or sugar.

	4. Avoidance: Discomfort with thoughts, people and places that are reminders of the event(s).  


	
	· Go with the flow: Resume your natural routines as naturally as possible and invest in your important relationships.  Trying to force things back to normal, or resisting the flow back to normal routine when the time is right, can delay your recovery.

· Concentrate on those places, people and thoughts that may be difficult but remain important to your life and work.

· Use avoidance as a way to manage the pace of your adjustment, not to escape the discomfort. Face it in stages and use the relaxation techniques above.

· Talk it out with someone who is a good listener and who would not be distressed hearing the story. Describe what happened all the way through several times.  Expect some discomfort and learn to tolerate that.  After you repeat the story several times, you are likely to feel less upset afterwards.


