WHAT IS A NORMAL REACTION?


People respond to traumatic experiences in a variety of different ways. They may re�spond differently even to the same trau�matic event. Some people will have imme�diate reactions; others, delayed responses (perhaps even years after the experience). If you are concerned about your reactions or reactions of your loved ones, remember that there is a whole range of responses to very difficult situations (such as the horrors of war) that is considered to be normal.


It is important to stress that reactions may appear even among the eyewitnesses of violence, and those who worry about their safety or the safety of others. Understanding reactions can be helpful in the process of recovery from traumatic experiences.





HOW DO PEOPLE RESPOND?


Initial reactions to a traumatic event can include shock, disbelief, numbness, with�drawal and denial. Later, a person may ex�perience anger, rage fear, grief, confusion, guilt, terror, frustration and a variety of other feelings. Even though these reactions are individual, there is a wide range of common feelings and reactions that occur among victims of violence, especially repe�titive or ongoing violence.


Experiencing trauma can affect almost every aspect of your life: cognitive, emo�tional, behavioral, physical, spiritual and relational. Here is a partial list of common reactions to violence and other traumatic events. Any combination of these or similar reactions is still within normal range.








SOME COMMON REACTIONS


�Cognitive


difficulty remembering things


hard time making decisions


confusion


distortion of time


difficulty concentrating


too many thoughts at once


thinking about suicide


flashbacks


replaying the event








Spiritual


Loss of faith


spiritual doubts


withdrawal from church community


lapses in spiritual practice


questioning old beliefs


sense of the world being changed, out of kilter


despair








Physical


fatigue


change in sleep habits


eating/appetite problems


stomach problems


vomiting/diarrhea


sweating, rapid pulse


chest pains


dizziness, headaches


back or neck pain


catch colds or flus


�Relational


difficulty trusting


changes in sexual activity


false or distorted generalisations about others


doubts about relationships


feeling critical of others


alienation from family, friends and co-workers who "don't understand"


sense of aloneness





Behavioral


abusing alcohol, drugs and medication


withdrawing from people


irritability, impatience


reacting strongly to small changes in envi�ronment (sounds, visitors, etc.)


clinging to people 


disruption of daily activities


inability to perform skills that you could do before





Emotional


feeling helpless, hopeless or powerless


grief


numbness


dread/fear/safety concerns


guilt


feeling vulnerable and dependent


anger, rage


emotional rollercoaster


nightmares


feeling worthless


feeling of isolation


feeling lack of control over own life


feeling of uncleanliness


fear of what other people think


fear of ongoing victimization


�THE SPECIAL CASES OF RAPE      AND TORTURE


Rape and torture require special attention because of specific issues related to them. Witnessing or experiencing rape and/or tor�ture can impair a person's ability to partici�pate fully in family life, community and society. In addition to threatening one's physical health, torture and rape can de�stroy one's feeling of human dignity, self-worth and trust in others. Trust in others may be particularly shaken if you have been assaulted by someone you know.


Contrary to belief, rape has little to do with sex. It is an abuse of power and control in which the rapist seeks to humiliate, shame, embarrass, degrade and terrify the victim. Rape is among the most underreported crimes worldwide, both during peacetime and war. Victims of rape often choose not to report the crime out of shame and fear. In wartime, it often seems even less mean�ingful to report the rape since there is no one to report to and soldiers may have li�cense to rape. Regardless of whether you decide to report being raped or not, it is im�portant that, after such a difficult traumatic experience, you take steps towards your own recovery.





GUILT: A COMMON REACTION


One of the most common reactions after experiencing trauma, one that people often don't understand, is the feeling of guilt: Guilt about what happened to you, about not protecting yourself or your loved ones adequately, about not recognizing and re�sponding to the signs of approaching cata�strophe, guilt because of surviving, feeling responsible for what has happened to you. It is very important to remmeber that you are not responsible for what has happened to you.�However, recovery from trauma will be fa-cilitated and sped up with your active app-roach, readiness and determination. You can start with self-care, choosing what feels best for you. There are no formulas or pre�scriptions. Different strategies work for different people.





WHAT YOU CAN DO FOR YOURSELF


You can begin to do things on a personal level that assist the recovery process. For example, any effort you make toward re-es�tablishing a sense of control over your life is very important. Making your own deci�sions whenever possible can be a basis for enhancing or restoring a sense of dignity, self-respect, pride and integrity. Even tak�ing charge of the small decisions such as when to take a walk or with whom you will share coffee i helpful for some people. Here is a list of different types of behavior that have helped other people in similar situ�ations. They may help you too.


* Take care of your physical health.


- Have a physical examination, if at all possible. If medical attention is not avail-able, ask for it.


- Trauma and ongoing stress can affect your physical health, whether or not you have visible injuries. Care for your health.


* Make an effort to establish daily habits. 


- Eat regularly as much as possible; reduce and/or control intake of alcohol.


- Try to get enough rest, preferably on a regular schedule.


- Exercise in physical activity - it reduces stress.


- Exercise, play with children or just go for a walk regularly.


- Establish some kind of daily routine, even if it differs from your usual one.


�* Take care of your emotional needs.


- Healing takes time and it varies from person to person. You are unique and so are individual traumatic reactions. Judg-ing the length or nature of your traumatic reaction in comparison to others is not helpful. Allow your own time for your-self.


- Accept your feelings the way they are. Feeling rage, for example, does not mean you will hurt someone. Feeling out of control, for example, doesn't mean that you will lose control. Feeling helpless doesn't mean that you are helpless. You may discouraged or faltering but not helpless.


- Remember what has worked for you in the past time of crisis or distress. Use those tools where they apply.


- Contacts with family, friends or people with whom you feel safe or close has been beneficial to other people who have been through traumatic experiences. Occasion-ally, you may feel you want to be alone, or you may feel you want to be with others all the time, and that's okay. Follow your instincts.


- Traumatic experiences can influence your sexual needs. Talk to your partner about what level of intimacy feels com-fortable for both of you.


- Talking about the traumatic experience and your responses to it can be important. It can help to share your experiences and what you learned from them with other people who have had similar experiences. It is not necessary to talk about all the details of your experience with others.


- Choose carefully who you talk with about your difficult experiences. There are people who can be of help when they listen to you and others who may make you feel more alone or more distraught. You may find that some people can hear everything while others can comfortably listen only to parts of your experience. Follow your instincts.


- Trained professionals can be very help-ful to some people. Even one session with a skilled professional may be of assistance and may offer a frame for better under-standing of your situation.


- Some situations, like anniversaries, sig-nificant dates in your life, or people may trigger painful memories. That can also be caused by media coverage or anything that reminds you of a traumatic event. Those situations will naturally occur in your life and it is impossible to avoid them. It would be useful to expect them and prepare for them.


- Finally the most important thing you can do for yourself after experiencing trauma is to make a conscious effort towards taking care of yourself in the best possible way in all areas of your life.





After severe traumatic experiences, you may always remain cautious in some ways. Even so, many people who went through similar experiences manage to create mean-ingful lives after some time. Recovery takes time, but it can take place with adequate support.





* * * * * 
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This brochure is for all of you, men, women, and children, old and young, from town and village, who have been exposed to ongoing traumatic war expe�riences and life-threatening situations: For all of you who have been exposed to, or witnessed violence; for those of you who have lost your homes and all your belongings; for you who have lost loved ones in this war; for displaced people; but also for those of you whose family and friends have had terrible experiences or you who have listened to them. You may be experiencing feelings that you have not been prepared for and don't know how to deal with. For many of you traumatic experiences are continuing and will continue for some time. Because of this, it is very important that you begin to take care of these issues immediately and don't wait for everything to get re�solved on its own. 


The purpose of this brochure is to help you understand your reactions and the reactions of your loved ones, and to suggest ways for successfully over-coming this difficult situation.





