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About This Booklet


Traumatic events are so extremely stressful that most people find themselves completely overwhelmed for a short while, and often for some time afterwards. In the space of a few seconds, the impact of a catastrophic experience can turn lives upside-down, and leave people disoriented, anxious and in a state of disbelief about what has just happened. Situations such as car crashes, robberies, job loss after years of loyal employment or sudden death of a loved one can be very difficult to cope with, and may leave us numb or angry and closed off for days or weeks until life settles down again.


If you’ve gone through a terrible experience and found that the intense reactions that you had from it refuse to go away or that pieces of the memory continue to interfere with your life, this booklet may be helpful to you. The material in this booklet is meant to serve as a starting point, to help you to understand your reactions and to put in place some new coping strategies. It’s likely to be most useful for people whose post-traumatic reactions came from a single event where they experienced horror, loss or injury. Those who have unfortunately been caught up in long-term traumatic situations, such as domestic violence, physical and sexual abuse, hostage-takings, or combat situations may find this material a useful beginning, but are likely to need additional professional help to deal with their complex post-trauma feelings and reactions.


If you (or someone you know) have been suffering with issues of post-traumatic stress, Part 1 of this booklet will help you gain a clearer understanding of your reactions and why they are not going away. Part 2 contains practical strategies for you to work through by reading, writing and reflecting on your thoughts and behaviours. This material was designed for you to work through on your own, but if, at any point, it feels like too much for you to continue with alone, please talk to your doctor about additional resources, which may include help from a qualified therapist, or medication.


While it’s natural to wish for an instant answer or a ‘magic’ solution, many post-traumatic conditions are so complicated that healing becomes a lengthy and uneven process, with gains and set-backs to be expected. Go slowly, but keep working at it!


May all your efforts lead to healing after your trauma.


Ann Wetmore




A Cautious Reminder


This booklet is intended as a self-help guide and as a first step in managing post-traumatic stress symptoms. It’s not a ‘magic’ answer in itself, nor is it a total representation of all treatment possibilities. It’s also not a substitute for ongoing therapy with a trained professional. It may be very useful in getting you started on a recovery route, and helping you to understand better what has been contributing to your distress after trauma. It’s hoped that the booklet will be a practical, readily available resource to have on hand while you’re waiting for a referral to a treatment programme, or as a home-based workbook to supplement sessions with a practitioner in cognitive behavioural therapy. If the cognitive behavioural approach, on which this booklet is based, does not feel like the right ‘match’ for you, or if you feel your symptoms are in any way worsening while you’re using this material, please speak openly about this to your doctor and explore other options through the healthcare system.




Part 1: ABOUT POST-TRAUMATIC STRESS



1 What Is Post-Traumatic Stress?


Most of us expect to have some stressful events happen in our lives, preferably one at a time. When we’re called upon to perform under difficult circumstances, meet challenges and deal with disappointments and crises, we may feel alarmed at first, but usually we can muster up our coping resources, tough it out, and get through it. The difference with a traumatic event is that the experience is so extraordinarily stressful that it goes beyond anything we ever expected to happen, or anything we could have thought of as ‘normal’ and been prepared to handle.


Because traumatic events are both terrible and terrifying, if you have had such an experience – like being a passenger in an awful car crash, receiving a violent assault or witnessing a severe workplace injury – you probably felt overwhelmed and horrified. Your body may have gone into shock, combined with surges of adrenaline, and you may have acted as if you were stuck on ‘auto-pilot’. For days or even weeks after the incident, you may have had difficulty concentrating, been unable to sleep for any length of time, and perhaps you found yourself replaying the incident over and over in your mind, or having nightmares about it. You may have continued to feel numb, like you’re ‘going through the motions’ but not really ‘there’, and you may have tried not to think about it, or found yourself obsessively thinking about it all the time. All of these descriptions are very typical post-traumatic stress responses. Usually, after some time has passed, the reactions gradually subside – the incident is not forgotten but ceases to interfere, for the most part, with everyday life.


‘Why me? Why can’t I get over it?’


Two people can go through the same experience – for example, a nasty accident – and their perceptions of how traumatic the incident was may be quite different. That’s where the meaning of the event comes in: one person may say, ‘I thought I might be hurt, but I didn’t think this was the end’, whereas another might say, ‘Time stopped and I thought, “This is it . . . life is over!”’
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