Heartbreak hurts, Compassion heals:

Building the New Normal After Trauma

Four Steps to Healing: 

Acknowledge, Express, Act, Celebrate
What is Grief? What is Stress? What is Loss?

All of us, at some point in our lifetime, have experienced loss or change. It is the one thing that unites us as human beings. Grief and stress is the natural response to any loss or change in our lives – even positive change. Even getting married can be a grief process.  For example, when we cry at weddings, we experience joy and a sense of loss and change. Life will never be the same. 

Grief is a spiral of feelings and reactions. It is not a line with a beginning and an end. It can be a roller coaster of surprising triggers. We refer to them as landmines, because they are sudden and unexpected. There are three types of landmines: 1.Sensory Triggers, 2.Memory Triggers and 3.Time Triggers. Trauma research shows us that stress and trauma is taken in through the five senses, so even when our mind is keeping a distance, we are still imprinting in our brain all of the details of the illness, the trauma, the pain. Stress is taken in the body and processed through the senses. Caregiving and response professionals utilize their sensory input for vital information in performing their job on a daily basis.  Support professionals, whether working with critical illness or traumatic grief, can absorb and respond to loss through the senses: sight, sound, touch, smell, taste . As a result, stress/trauma has imprinted on several sensory paths. This occurs in both witnessed trauma and imagined trauma.

Trauma and grief know no time. It doesn’t matter how long ago the grief happened, sometimes, when we hit a landmine, it may feel like it happened yesterday. 

The Backpack Effect – Present grief can tap into grief that has occurred in the past. So, we are not only dealing with present losses, but it can touch the past as well.  The truth of grief is that it is eternal. All our grief meets in the moment of our present loss or trauma. What may help is to identify what has been brought up from the past – realizing it may have as much emotional impact as the present. 

The Heart Hotel – One of our clients said it very well – ‘My heart is like a hotel. Everyone I love has a room in my heart hotel. When they die or go away, no one can take their room in my heart hotel. I can fill up the empty room with the love and the memories that even death or separation can’t take away. However, I can add new rooms to my heart hotel as I meet new people to love and care for. This is the work of grief – like having another full time job – to let go of the pain, trauma and grief and keep the love, memories and good times. It is like a sifting process. It takes time and patience, and understanding that you are normal person having a normal reaction to an abnormally stressful event. 

In our modern society, great emphasis is placed on what we do as a gauge of our worth as human beings. When we experience change, loss or transition in the work environment, it can have far reaching effects on our personal lives, our self esteem as well as our beliefs and values. Dealing with change in the workplace and in our personal lives in a pro-active way can be a key factor both in individual and team performance and job satisfaction.

Symptoms of Grief/Stress:

What happens? Here are a few of the feelings, behaviors, thoughts, body reactions and belief systems brought about by loss. 

Guilt

Suicidal Feelings/Thoughts

Substance Abuse

Strained relationships

Inability to function –work or home

Depression

Apathy – I just don’t care

Anger, Hostility

Crazy

Memories / flashbacks

Sleep disturbance

Eating changes/disorders

Loss of belief

Loss of friends, support systems

Yearning and Missing

Loneliness

Isolation

Disbelief - Shock

Despair – Hopeless - Helpless

Physical Pain – GI, Head, Shaky, Disoriented, etc.

Sadness

Numbness – shock

Anxiety and Panic – Out of control

Relief

Gratitude/appreciation for life

These responses and reactions are normal.

We think stress is different from grief. Actually, it’s the same – our natural response to loss and change. Grief and stress management is a way of taking care of ourselves and one another in the aftermath. We can’t control the traumatic event that caused our stress – but we can provide the safe place to share the details of the pain with each other and explore tools for coping and survival.  And it perfectly reflects the Centre’s goal since its beginning in 1976. 

Grief management is a tool all of us can use, whether we are first responders, individuals going through a grief situation, or a community in crisis. It is not therapy. It is a positive acknowledgement of the different feelings and reactions we go through. Its structured guidelines create a non-critical and confidential atmosphere that builds comfort and support that helps us all realize we are more alike than different, and even though trauma and grief feels crazy, we are normal. 

Emergency responders and care-giving professionals are taught to be tough, and don’t have the luxury of having a stress reaction because they have to do their job. Sometimes we as citizens can see them as being callous or uncaring, when actually the opposite is true.  So initially, they can be resistant to ‘touchy feely’ programs, but once they’ve seen their friends and co-workers commit suicide, get divorced, become alcoholics or leave the job, they take a chance. Because their peers who understand their job, rather than outsiders are supporting them, it helps to build the trust. Once they have experienced a good debriefing, they are the best advocates for the program. 

As a care-giving/response professional, you are a part of the circle of care; therefore you are a part of the circle of grief. Stress is an occupational hazard. It doesn't matter how intelligent or capable you are. The very qualities that make you a good responder are the very attributes that can make you vulnerable to stress responses. You may experience acute, delayed, cumulative and occupational stress. Stress is a physical, as well as emotional process that is normal in the aftermath of trauma or loss. Here are some strategies to support you.

Stress: Our natural and normal human response to change. Understanding these dimensions can help us to effectively cope with the constant life changing events.

•Acute – Immediate reactions, usually laced with disbelief and numbness Critical Incident Stress is incident specific and focused on the aftermath of any event that causes unusually strong emotions in the care-giving professional.

Shock/Numbness/Denial/Emotional Release/Anger/Anxiety/Depression/Grief/

Apathy/Sorrow/Compassion/Helplessness/Isolation/Acceptance.

•Delayed Stress Response- Delayed stress response after (days, weeks, months, years) a stressful event (s). Many professionals have a delayed response, which serves them well in the beginning, but then can be surprising when feelings and reactions surface weeks or months later. After the shock has worn off, usually after the funeral if it has been a death, the reality begins to sink in.

•Cumulative Stress - Working in a high stress occupation can cause multiple incidents to build up over time, creating a domino effect, particularly when stress is not addressed and dealt with effectively. This includes both personal and professional losses. This backpack of past losses and trauma can be activated by the present loss.

•Occupational Stress – Especially for professionals who work on the front lines of trauma  - The secondary trauma of how you are handled after a grief or critical incident. The difficulty that occurs in working within a system or occupation that does not validate or respond positively to your needs.  Secondary trauma can happen when your job is insensitive to or demanding of your energy and time in the aftermath. 

What Helps?

Managing stress involves honoring the grief process - the natural response to any change or loss in our life - whether it is positive or negative and includes: 

- Stress reduction techniques before stress happens.

-Stress response techniques to effectively cope with the aftermath of stress.

All of us, no matter what our job or background, will experience stress or grief, whether it’s the loss of a job or relationship, a loss of hope, a financial crisis, or the death of a loved one. That’s a fact and it can feel out of control. The good news is that we can take back our power and get the help we deserve. Critical Incident Stress Management is a great way to do this.

One of our wonderful volunteers at the Centre said it very well – “I will never be the old normal I was before my daughter was killed. But I have learned to build a new normal by acknowledging and expressing my grief. In some ways, I am a better, more compassionate person, because I have survived and made meaning out of the loss.”  From our founder,  MaryAnne Kelly , “The pain never goes away, but the memories are what I can keep. And the pain changes – from the gut wrenching anguish to the bitter-sweet sorrow. The pain of grief is the price for having loved.”

The Centre for Living with Dying has created four steps to stress management – acknowledge, express, act and celebrate - to build the ‘new normal’: 

Acknowledge what has happened to you and your reactions:

•Acknowledge the loss and the impact of the grief process. Honor your grief. It is a reflection of the depth of your love and caring. Don't minimize or negate your grief. The first step is to accept that you are a normal person living through an abnormally painful time. You are entitled to your feelings. Much of the grief response is very physical. Your body can react in many different ways. Grief also impacts us on a daily basis, emotionally, mentally, socially and spiritually. 

•Your journey through grief is very individual, even though the feelings associated with grief are very universal. Don't let anyone tell you how to grieve or how to survive. Grief is something one never truly gets over. You simply build a new normal, by taking one moment at a time.

-List your fears - both real and imagined

Be specific and write them down.

-Focus on what is most difficult to handle RIGHT NOW.

-What do you need to do to help the situation RIGHT NOW. 

Express your feelings and issues:

•Express your feelings through talking, writing, talking into a tape recorder or physical movement. Writing a letter to the person you are missing or have unfinished business with is an excellent way to release bottled up emotions. 

•Talk with others who are sympathetic and/or who have experienced similar losses. It helps to know you're not alone. 

-Talk with a co-worker or supportive person.

-See a non-judgmental support person/counselor who is not a part of your job environment.

-Write your thoughts and feelings down. A letter to a person we care about who has died is an effective way of processing any unexpressed sentiments. Make it an uncensored letter. Only you will see it.

-Physically express through your body, by exercising, or doing some activity that requires exertion.

Act:

•Create as much meaning and ceremony as you can to bring closure to the event of loss. If you are breaking up, have a ceremony of separation. If you are facing an anniversary date, light a candle by a photograph of your loved one. Do something active that will acknowledge your pain and help you to transform it into the remembering of the love. 

-Do specific, concrete actions to facilitate the changes you are experiencing. Creating your own ceremonies can be very useful, often combining traditions that are meaningful with your own inspirations.

-Complete and bring closure to any unfinished business or unclear interactions with co-workers, friends, family and clients/patients.

-Do something playful, fun, and relaxing that is totally disconnected from work to balance the work stress.

-Normalize the rest of your life as much as possible. Do not change too much at one time. If there are other life changes you have no control over, acknowledge them. Realize that you only have to deal with the most pressing issue RIGHT NOW. 

Celebrate:

•Give yourself the opportunity to acknowledge your victories. Look back at what you have survived and accomplished. 

•Do something fun and life affirming which rewards you for a job well done.

Here are some tips for care-giving/response professionals:

1. Breathe. Breathing is an immediate way to center you in the midst of crisis situations and intense feelings. Consciously breathing gives you a moment to pause and gather your own thoughts and feelings. Breathing grounds you in the here and now. 

2. Stay in the present moment as much as possible. Deal with feelings and needs that require attention now. Focus others on the present moment as this will enable them to take control over their immediate situation. Help them to prioritize what is the most important or most difficult issue right now. 

3. Do what you need to do to complete the intervention or action. As feelings and reactions come up, acknowledge them and make a bargain with yourself that you will attend to them at a later time. When a break time does come, honor your commitment to deal with the feelings and issues inside.  Exercise; scream as loud as you can into a pillow; hug a stuffed animal or a real pet; allow yourself to be held or cradled; or let yourself cry in a safe place for a few minutes.

These simple actions will relieve the immediate physical pressure of the reactions inside your body. 

4. If you need to say goodbye to a patient/victim who has died, allow yourself to touch the body, bring flowers to the body, cleanse or prepare the body for removal. By honoring the body of our patient, we instinctually are physically expressing our care. Say out loud any last messages you wish to share. 

5. Light a candle in honor of that person's life or send your good wishes to the person you are remembering or who is on your mind. The action step of lighting candle, writing a letter or card, framing a photograph is a positive response to the experience of worry, pain or loss. 

6. If you have a shift of co-workers that is fairly consistent, you can establish a special place in your staff room or lounge where you can memorialize those patients that have touched you in a deep way. Have flowers, a candle, any significant objects and a bulletin board where favorite photographs, drawings, poems or thank you letters can be posted. This is another way to share the sorrow and the love with fellow workers without talking.

7. Establish a 'secret code' with co-workers whereby you can wear a visible symbol, only recognizable to the, that indicates you are grieving or having a rough day. This sign might be a small ribbon you can wear in a specific color -or even a special color of ribbon. It might be a special pin or piece of jewelry. Talk to co-workers and see what would be appropriate and life affirming for all of you.

8. Remember when you are journeying with people in pain, as the professional, you enter into the landscape of their life. When you are complete, it is important to step back on your life’s road with all its frustrations, joys and love. When you find yourself over-identifying with a patient, begin to notice all of the physical ways in which you are different from them: eyes, hair, body type, color, personality, face, etc. This is a quick way to gain some perspective. Remember, we have no right to 'rob' anybody of their pain. For whatever reason, that we may never understand, their circumstances are what they are. We can offer our unconditional, non-judgmental presence.

9. A quick way to release pain that has collected in your body is to imagine the pain draining out of the soles of your feet into the earth. Then imagine a healing light coming in from the top of your head, filling up your body with healing, comforting energy, completely immersing every cell of your body with love. It sometimes helps to take your shoes off and actually feel the earth beneath you, providing solid strength and gentle support. 

10. Nature is a powerful healer and even on a stormy day, it can be very refreshing to walk, even for a few minutes, in the fresh air. Animals are also amazingly healing in their free expression of unconditional love and regard, and their physical presence can anchor us.

11. Music is incredibly useful, because it bypasses the intellectual barriers of reason and goes straight to the heart. Use music to bring up feelings of grief deliberately, while you are in a safe place to cry, rage, write or draw. Play songs or watch movies that remind you of specific people or situations you are missing. Find the music that expresses your deepest emotions. Play your own music. It can be a great avenue of expression. Everyone can sing, play rhythm instruments or dance. It is a way to let your body act physically in a creative way. On the other side, if holiday, religious or sentimental music is painful, give yourself permission to take a break from listening.

12.  When the stress or emotions are held inside, you have a log jam. Sometimes it is more effective to watch a movie or read a book or news article about someone else's suffering. It can give permission to release the tension and overflow, without having to deal directly with your issue or incident. It makes it easier sometimes, when it is too difficult to face your problems directly. It can be a safety valve and a pressure  release. 

13. Talk with co-workers or friends who understand your profession. Attend a Critical Incident Stress Debriefing or grief support session. Take a break and at least spend a few moments discussing your reactions, any memories of past incidents and your sense of the outcome of your efforts.  

Managing stress involves honoring the grief process - the natural response to any change or loss in our life - whether it is positive or negative.

Anniversaries, Landmines and the Waves of Stress

It is important to remember that stress, like the ocean tides, may ebb and flow. Pay attention to your changing moods and reactions and remember, all you have to do is ask yourself two questions: 

· What is touching/hurting me the most, hitting me the hardest, the most difficult, Right Now?  

· What is it that I need to get me through it Right Now?

Remember, it is our human right to grieve. As each of us honors our own grief and supports others, The Centre for Living with Dying will be able to go out of business. The Centre is an international bereavement counseling service - the most comprehensive of its kind in the country. Founded in 1976, The Centre provides support, intervention and education for all age groups and professions on the life issues of loss, serious illness, death, grief and trauma.

Realize that your presence and caring, even when you cannot change an outcome, makes a powerful difference in the long-term recovery for the people you support. Honor and nurture the precious and unique gift that is you.  An ancient saying states, “True spiritual development includes the strength to protect your joy.” 

On behalf of the one million clients we have supported at the Centre, thank you for all you bring to the work you do.

by 

Dr. Janet Childs, 

Director, Bay Area CISM Team

Centre for Living with Dying program of Bill Wilson Center

Your Caring Presence

(Ways of effectively providing support to others)

1. Be honest about your own thoughts, concerns and feelings -particularly your helplessness, and your honest desire to support that person in whatever manner best meets their needs.

2. When in doubt, ask questions:

.How is that for you?

.How do you feel right now?

.Can you tell me more about that?

.Am I intruding?

.What do you need?

.What's been the most difficult for you?

.When is the hardest time of day?

3. When you are responding to a person facing a crisis situation, be sure to use statements such as:

I feel...I believe...I would want/need...I acknowledge...

SAY SOMETHING, RATHER THAN NOTHING. LET THEM KNOW THAT YOU'RE GLAD THEY'RE BACK OR ITS GOOD TO SEE THEM. GENTLY ACKNOWLEDGE THE LOSS, RATHER THAN IGNORING IT.

Rather than:

. You should/shouldn't...

. I know just how you feel...

. Everything will be ok. Don't worry, be sad, cry, be angry, scared, etc... these are statements that may not give the person the opportunity to express his/her own unique needs and feelings.

4. Stay in the present as much as possible. Example:

. What do you need right now?

. What would best support you right now?

. How is that for you right now?

5. Listening is profoundly healing. You don't have to make it better. You don't have to have the answers. You don't have to take away the pain. It's their pain. One has to experience it in one's own time and in one's own way.

6. People in crisis need to know they have decision-making power. It may be appropriate to support them in exploring options and/or alternatives.

7. Offer any practical assistance that you feel comfortable giving. This is particularly comforting to people in crisis if you offer to take care of the small details of daily living. It relieves them of one more burden. Again, ask permission, and offer specific suggestions of help, such as doing laundry, bringing dinner on a certain night, vacuuming, doing dishes, etc.

8. If the situation warrants it, feel free to refer individual to additional appropriate agency. Help them to build a network of support services.

9. Reach out beyond the initial stages with cards, letters or phone calls to check in. This validates the long-term grief process and lets them know you care.

Helping Children Cope with Loss and Trauma
Children will experience a variety of emotions in response to loss or trauma.  It’s normal for children and adults to experience a wide range of emotions or to retell personal experiences over and over again or even to refuse to discuss the loss at all.  In the wake of disaster or major loss, the following common reactions (along with suggestions for caring adults) should be heeded in troubled times.
Withdrawal
After a disaster a child may refuse to interact with others or to join in activities.
Suggestions:  Gently set up a time to talk with the child, acknowledging that you understand how difficult it can be to share feelings.  Engage in some physical expression together such as drawing or playing with stuffed animals or puppets.  Talk about your own feelings or how you might feel in their situation.  Explain that their feelings of anger, sadness, guilt, embarrassment, relief, and love are normal.
Belligerent Behavior
Some children “act out” -- displaying un-characteristic or intensified belligerence and toughness.  They may become uncooperative at home or at school.  They may pick fights.
Suggestions:  Often children act angry or belligerent because they feel helpless, hurt or hopeless.  Their tough behavior is an attempt for them to feel strong and safe.
Set up a time and place to talk one-on-one.  Do not embarrass or humiliate the child.  In simple, direct language, reassure the child that you realize he or she is going through a horrific time.  Share the impact of the child’s behavior on you.  Explain that they may be alienating others who could support them.  
Do not be afraid to ask direct questions.  Many children, including teens, may not even know why they are angry.  Talk about your own personal loss and anger.  Above all, help them understand that they have a right to their own individual feelings.
Depression
Some children may actually become depressed with talk and images of war.  Eating or sleeping habits may change.  They may appear drained, despondent or moody.  
Suggestions:  It is important to discuss signs of depression directly.  Depression is a natural part of trauma, but if unresolved, strong feelings can evolve to an extreme state drastically lowering a child’s ability to function.  Shift the focus to living one day at a time.  Ask what the child needs right NOW to get through the day--addressing specific needs, feelings, and issues to lessen the overwhelming “dark cloud.”  Limit exposure to media coverage and constant talk of war.
Regressive Behavior
A child’s behavior will often regress in unsettling times.  They may need to be held or kept close constantly, and they may be especially fearful and afraid to be left alone.  Even teens may be frightened to sleep alone or scared of the dark.  
Suggestions:  Again, reassure children, letting them express their fears, and allowing them to ask questions.  Be clear and honest. Make no promises you cannot keep.  Keep as much consistency in routine and schedule as possible.  Physical touch can be very reassuring.
Let children know there are resources to support them and keep them safe.  It’s okay to allow the child to regress a little, then gently move back into a normal routine, step by step, as your child feels comfortable.
Protective Behavior
Children may try to protect themselves and you by acting strong and grown up.  They may try to seem unaffected by the situation.
Suggestions:  Protective behavior is one way a child tries to regain a sense of self-control, but such behavior may cover true feelings.  Validate gestures of loving protection, but explain that it is okay to be a child who needs loving care; it is okay to allow loving adults to provide that care.  Be a reliable role model.  Children pay more attention to what we do than what we say, so share your tears, anger, and helplessness openly.
Children, like adults, can have a delayed response to loss, so it may be months before any of these feelings are expressed or even manifested.  This is normal.  A child may appear to be coping well immediately, then suddenly regress.  It may take awhile for them to begin to feel safe in their world again.
 Information to Share with Children
(    Even with all the terrible things that have happened, this is still one of the safest places to live in our ever- changing world.  

(     If you are at school when a disaster happens remember that teachers are experts in what to do in case of an emergency and want to hear how you feel.
(    Hugs, games, silly movies and music, even a stuffed animal (a  “trauma buddy”) can help us feel safe again.  It’s okay to be happy and to laugh even in sad and scary times.
(      Everyone needs to talk and listen to others.  Parents, teachers, and friends want to share your feelings.  Don’t be afraid to ask questions and to talk about your feelings--your friends are probably feeling the same things you are.
(      Get plenty of sleep and eat nutritious food.
(      Remember that no matter how big your questions and fears are, your family or community will take care of you.
