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Introduction
“When traumatic events happen, they challenge our sense of safety and predictability and
this may trigger strong physical and emotional reactions. These reactions are normal.
Emotional First Aid gives you information on how to help yourself, your family and
friends in response to witnessing, hearing or living through the traumatic events.”
Gina Ross & Peter Levine
Please feel free to share this guide with friends, family and colleagues as you see fit.
SUGGESTION: Print this document or laminate as cards. Review the steps with everyone in your household
– and keep it in a place accessible to everyone, along with emergency services contact numbers.

NOTE: This guide was inspired by a PDF document created by Gina Ross & Peter Levine.
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Get informed, not hooked
Information
•

How might you prepare for a time where there is an extended interruption to your social supports?

•

Do you have a contact plan in place with family and close friends?

•

What have you learned that works / doesn’t work during lockdowns or quarantine?

•

Do you have a way to check on your loved ones? Especially any elderly relatives, neighbours, who might feel
anxious. Our pets can also be distressed in these circumstances.

News
•

Carefully select your news sources. Maybe choose 2 - 3 sources, ideally accounts that do not sensationalise or
distort content. Explore reliable alternative / independent news sources alongside your chosen MSM channel/s.

•

Watch the news for a limited time to get the information you need – and then turn off the TV or the radio for a
while.

•

You can turn the TV on every two hours to get more details, but do not get hooked on the repetitive traumatic
images being shown. These images have the uncanny ability to suck us in and keep us glued to the screen, even
if it makes us feel worse after.

•

Resist the pull to watch – and the same applies to negative images and feeds, especially emotive rants or
‘venting’ on your social media.
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Get connection and support
Everyone responds differently to unexpected or shocking events. Know that there is no right or wrong reaction.
Asking for support doesn’t mean you’re crazy – or weak.
The understanding and support of loved ones helps us cope with trauma or tragic events much faster. However,
when conflicts arise with family or close friends, we need to be able to reach out to others in community.
Find your ‘tribe’ – or your ‘spiritual family’.
Here are some tips…
•

Avoid being isolated.

•

Find support. Get together with family and friends who will support each other. At times, it’s easier to connect
with like-minded others who share your values and understand your needs.

•

Make a plan to organise and meet in community groups, in neighbourhoods, parks, YMCAs, libraries, or religious
centres. If you can’t connect in person, connect with groups online. Register for free meetings on GAIHH.org.

•

It is crucial to validate the feelings of fear and powerlessness of others – whether or not we are coping better
than they are.

•

Support each other to feel hopeful, to persevere in the face of adversity. Focus on planning for what’s possible.

•

Seek professional help if your reaction feels too strong to handle on your own – or with your friends.
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Resource yourself and stay grounded
It is crucial to focus on your resources. This includes anything that helps you feel calmer, stronger and more grounded.
Tips include…
•

Keep busy – and have as structured a schedule as possible to help you stay grounded.

•

Get clear on your support systems. Turn your attention to those people, activities or places.

•

Do things that keep your mind occupied, such as watching a movie, knitting, cooking, gardening or being in nature.

•

Engage in activities with others. Spend time with children and/or pets.

•

Get sufficient rest. Our tendency is to run on adrenaline and exhaust our bodies.
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Feel. Allow. Release.
•

If and when you can, create time and space where you feel safe enough to meet your thoughts and feelings.

•

Allow yourself to fully feel your feelings, even if they are not pretty. Don’t judge or blame yourself for any
negative feelings. Anger, rage and the desire for revenge are very natural responses to man-made traumatic
events. Observe them for what they are and how they might change from moment to moment.

•

Avoid telling your stories in a repetitive way as ultimately, it deepens the trauma. Whether you are telling
your story – or listening to other’s accounts of this real tragedy/catastrophe – it’s important to pause
regularly. Interrupting to ‘pause’ the chronological telling of the story allows you to process feelings without
getting overwhelmed. It helps you to not get stuck in obsessive thinking.

•

Write down or journal your sensations, feelings and thoughts. It has been shown that writing assists in
discharging anxiety and helps to regain control. You can also use art to express and process your feelings.

•

Allow your emotions to be expressed in a rational framework.

•

Consider how your feelings can be channelled in ways that result in constructive action.
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Stay Active. Volunteer. Contribute.
•

What is the best use of your energy?

•

Ensure any actions you take are positive and productive.

•

For example, when family or friends are triggered or traumatised…
•

What support and help do they need?

•

Listen to them without judgment.

•

Don’t take it personally if they are angry or blaming.

•

Help them with household tasks or babysitting to give them private time.

•

Consider ways you can contribute or volunteer (eg. people in your community without work
may need food).

•

Can you donate money?

•

Can you staff help lines for distressed people?
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Mental and Emotional Reactions – Adults
People can have many different reactions to an unexpected or tragic event. Or feel all of them in sequence.
They might feel shock, then denial, anger and depression before moving into grief and acceptance.
•

Some will be in shock, stunned and dissociated for a while. They may feel disoriented in time, and place, and
sometimes in their body. They may feel numb and cut off from the terror and pain.

•

People may feel fear and deep sorrow, uncertainty and helplessness. These feelings are all normal and will pass.

•

People may feel confused, not able to think well, concentrate, remember things, or problem-solve.

•

They may feel depressed, exhausted, unable to rest and wanting to withdraw. All these feelings are normal if they
don’t last for an extended period of time.

•

People may feel agitated, anxious, hyper-alert and hyper-vigilant (‘on guard’), easily irritated and unable to control
their emotions. They need to engage in activities and creative expression that calms them. Being with family
members and friends can be a calming influence.

•

People may feel suspicious and paranoid. They may feel intense anger and want revenge, or to engage in antisocial acts. They can become very critical and blame everyone. It is important to talk to trusted, calm friends to get
a ‘reality check’ on our perspective and to not engage in any action we might later come to regret. A good litmus
test is to imagine how your actions will land with people whose perspectives may be different than yours.
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Mental and Emotional Reactions – Children
Depending on their age, children tend to react differently to adults. Whether the children are too young to understand
what’s happening – or whether they aren’t fully able to process what’s happening, most children do not yet have the
skills to articulate what they are feeling and experiencing. They are more likely to act out their feelings.
For example, children may…
•

Become ‘clingy’

•

Have nightmares

•

Have stomach-aches or headaches

•

Act out aggressively.

All of these reactions are normal. Their reactions or symptoms might last a few days or more, but they will pass.
How to respond…
Children need to be reassured and made to feel protected.
Gently encourage activities that allow them to move their body to support discharging blocked or stuck energy.
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Body-Mind Reactions
It is natural to have a physical reaction to traumatic stress. Recognising that many symptoms are signs of ‘activation’
will make you less scared of them.
•

Here are some typical reactions that you might experience. These ‘symptoms’ or sensations tend to dissipate
and go away faster if we don’t fight them:
§
§
§
§

Heart beating faster
Difficulty breathing
Blood pressure going up
Stomach tightening

§
§
§
§

Knot in the throat
Muscles tremors
Cold skin
Racing thoughts

•

You might experience some difficulty sleeping, or have the urge to overeat or engage in addictive behaviours
such as excessive use of alcohol or drugs. The best ‘antidote’ is ‘awareness’ of these and any other impulses.

•

Recognise, acknowledge and accept that you are deeply upset – and that it will pass.

•

Know that previous unresolved traumas may get reactivated – in you – and in others around you.

•

If someone’s sense of safety and trust is shaken to the point of disorientation, use strategies to come back to the
‘here and now’. For example, remind them of their name, ask their actual age, today’s date and where they are.
Let them know they are safe. Right here. Right now.

•

People’s symptoms can be very diverse. They can be constant, come and go, or occur in clusters.
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Responses: Our body’s innate intelligence
We can support our nervous system to recover and by understanding how it returns to balance.
Some of the many responses that our nervous system can have when it’s over-stimulated – or de-energised –
include:
• Breathing deeply
• Trembling, shaking, vibrating
• Crying
• Sweating, getting hot and/or cold
•

Warmth or tingling in our body

•

Stomach gurgling

•
•

Laughing
Goosebumps / goose-pimples

These are positive signs that we are discharging energy – or re-energising – in order to come back into balance.
Allow the shaking / trembling / laughter / crying, etc. to happen. Observe it without judgement, while following
your breath. Notice it flowing in and out as it needs to, from one moment to the next, trusting the process – and
trusting your body.
As you notice these sensations, know and understand that your body has the innate ability to regain its balance
if you just let it feel what it needs to feel – and allow it the time to do what it needs to do.
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Grounding
It is very important to stay ‘grounded’.
If you are feeling disoriented, confused, upset and in disbelief, use the following technique to get present.
Exercise
•

Sit on a chair, feel your feet on the ground, press on your thighs, feel your behind on the seat, and your
back supported by the chair

•

Look around you and focus on six objects that have red – or blue.

•

This should allow you to feel more present, more grounded – and in your body.

•

Notice how your breath gets deeper and calmer.

•

You may want to go outdoors and find a peaceful place to sit on the grass.

•

As you do, feel how your bottom can be held and supported by the ground.
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Embodiment
Here are two exercises that will allow you to experience your body as a ‘container’ to hold your feelings.
Exercise 1
•

Gently pat the different parts of your body with your hand, with a loose wrist.

•

Your body may feel more tingling, more alive, sharp.

•

Notice that you may feel more connected to your feelings.

Exercise 2
•

Tense your muscles, one group at a time.

•

Hold your shoulders with arms across your chest. Tighten your grip on them and pat your arms up and down.

•

Do the same with your legs. Tighten them and hold them from the outside, patting through their length.

•

Tighten your back. Tighten your front. And then gently release the tension.

•

This may help you – or your loved one (if you are guiding them through this exercise) – to feel more balanced.
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Recalling safety
Intentional use of ‘glimmers’ will allow your nervous system to regain a sense of ‘safety’ in your body.
‘Glimmers’ are ‘felt’ memories of pleasurable experiences that bring a sense of safety to our body and heart.
Making ‘glimmers’ a regular part of your daily life is like working out at the gym. It prepares your nervous system
to deal with challenging events in life when they arise.
Exercise
Identify a ‘glimmer’ and bring it fully into focus. Recall the smells, the sensations, the imagery… every aspect of
the event or scene, as if it is happening in this moment.
This might be the memory of a special place that you’ve visited; the unfiltered boundless laughter of your child;
the ease and peacefulness of a bird gliding through the sky; the steady flow of the river; the wind blowing over
your skin; the warmth of the sun in your face; or a beautiful flower.
Whenever a ‘glimmer’ comes your way spontaneously in your day – or is intentionally created by you – allow
yourself to take it in with all your senses, anchoring the feelings and sensations it brings in your body. Allow your
breath to flow as it needs to in every moment.
The more you practice ‘glimmers’, the faster you’ll be able to access them whenever you need them.
NB. ‘Glimmers’ is a term coined by Deb Dana.
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Movement
You can use movement to transmute any excess energy – or to mobilise energy if you are feeling depleted.
Movement can be a constructive way of channelling aggression or frustration – and can assist with releasing
feelings of anxiety or depression.
Exercise
Make a list of the movement activities that work for you, eg.
•

Sports

•

Aerobics

•

Weight training

•

Walking

•

Martial arts

•

Dancing – or do free-form movement – to your favourite music

Tune into the movement that feels right for you and do it with the intention of shifting your state.
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Faith & Spirituality
Whether or not you believe in the existence of a greater power – faith can be challenged in difficult times.
Where one person might cling more tightly to their faith, another may question it. Regardless of your personal
beliefs, you can choose to utilise the power of positive intention either on your own – or together with others.

You might choose to use:
•
•
•
•

Prayer or sending blessings
Meditation
Positive intentions
Affirmations

Depending on the nature of the event/s, you might choose
to pray for, meditate on, intend or affirm:
•
•
•
•
•

Rest for the souls of victims / the dead
Healing of the sick or wounded
Strength and consolation for the grieving
Peace, understanding and wisdom… – and –
For the forces of goodness to prevail.

You could also light a candle – and dedicate it as a reminder of your prayers and intentions.
It’s important to maintain your faith in the ultimate goodness of being.
Hold onto your trust in your Self.
And in humanity.
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Together,
we can
heal and
grow

We humans are extremely resilient.
It’s in our nature to recover and rebound
– to experience post-traumatic growth.
Through the process of healing and integration,
we are deeply transformed by our challenges
and traumatic experiences.
For free resources, support and online groups:
GAIHH.org

GAIHH
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