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The basic human responses of
comforting and consoling a
distressed person

Offering human comfort
and support is the most important
component of psychological first
aid. Being with those affected,
protecting them from further
harm, ensuring basic needs are
met, conveying compassion and
recognition for what they have
been through are all very
important tasks.

Protecting the person from
further threat or distress as far

as possible
Providing a safe
environment is critical. Many

survivors may have experienced
an overwhelming loss of safety
and this needs to be restored.
Reuniting individuals with family
and friends is important to
regaining feelings of safety. When
reunion is not possible,
information about family and
friends should be made available,
particularly if the family and
friends were also in danger or
affected by the trauma.

Furnishing immediate care for
physical necessities, including
Shelter

Meeting the physical
needs of the individual is
extremely important and should
be done immediately. This
includes providing water and
food, warmth and respite.
Providing survivors with blankets
and food helps reassure them that
someone is concerned about
-them. Medical treatment should
be given as needed. Other
interventions may be experienced
as an intrusion if the individual is
exhausted, hungry, and cold.
Care must be taken to assure
physical needs as the first priority.

Providing goal orientation and
support for specific reality
based tasks

Activity during the acute
trauma stage can be productive or
non-productive. Productive
activity is oriented to the reality of
the situation and involves the
survivor taking an increasing and
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active role in his or her own
return to functioning. As

soon as possible disaster
survivors should be encouraged
to participate in simple but useful
tasks.

Facilitating reunion with loved
ones from whom the individual
has been separated

Injured and frightened
survivors should not be left alone,
and parents should be reunited
with their children. Ensuring the
reunion of primary attachment
figures may be essential to acute
recovery and longer-term
adaptation. It has been shown
that separations of children from
parents at this time may have
unwanted long-term effects, even
when such separations are
ostensibly provided in the best
interests of the children.

Sharing the experience
Once survival and the
safety of loved ones is assured,
people may wish to share their
experience with others,
particularly those who have 'been

through it'" with them and also -

those responding. Such natural
talking through of what has
happened is often the beginning
of a process of making meaning of
the experience, a giving of
testimony and ventilation of
feelings. If it occurs in such
natural groups or settings, eg. a
shelter, it should be supported.
However, it should not be
expected or forced.

Dr. U. Gauthamadas, MD, PhD, DPM, DCBD
Academy for Disaster Management Education
Planning & Training.

People vary enormously
in the ways they adapt to disaster,
both in the immediate aftermath
and subsequently. Natural talking
through may be part of an
adaptive process for those who
have the need to do so, but having
to talk in groups may be quite
inappropriate for others: the
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timing may be wrong or different
coping styles may have greater
validity. It is important to expect
recovery following disaster and to
acknowledge a range of reactions
that are a normal response to an
abnormal life situation. Validation
of feelings may be very important
in the acute recovery phase
following trauma. This is the first
stage of telling the story and if
dealt with in a caring and
supportive manner, may help set
the person on the path of
psychological recovery. While
many feelings may appear at this
stage, there is now much to
suggest that they will settle in the
following days or weeks.
Intervention should only be
provided when there is evidence
that these feelings are not
subsiding and the person
appears to be at risk as a
consequence. Feelings of fear,
guilt, hostility and so forth may or
may not be ventilated at this time,
but a more specific exploration of
such issues should only occur if
these reflect ongoing problems.

Linking the person to systems
of support-and sources of help
that will b2 ongoing

It will be important to link
survivors to support systems and
services that will take over after
the acute phase has passed and
provide follow-up and assistance
to those in need. One of the most
important issues throughout all
work conducted is human dignity.
The loss of personal
possessions, clothes and
essential items such as glasses
for example, the overwhelming
dehumanization of the disaster
experience; the subsequent
dependence on others for even
the simple basics of everyday life
may all be threats to the
individual’s personal dignity.
Wherever possible those caring

06



~for survivors should be sensitive
to these issues. Handouts of old
clothes for which the survivors are
expected to be grateful may be
the sort of thing that highlights
such vulnerability, making them
feel ashamed, humiliated or even

angry.

Facilitating the beginning of
some sense of mastery

Disaster survivors
frequently experience a sense of

Importance of referral

Serious problems may arise
for some people after a disaster;
especially if there have been
narticularly horrific experiences.
Human-made disasters may be more
likely to lead to such difficulties,
particularly if human malevolence
has contributed. Referral is a critical
event in disaster management.
Referral is for those who are
distressed or otherwise acutely
affected, or demonstrated with a
disturbed mental state. As with other
first aid, ongoing heightened
arousal, which does not settle; on

differentiation can be difficult,
confusion about time or place,
presence of hallucinations, extreme
levels of fear and arousal all suggest
potential acute organic effects.

The initial contact and
assessment must encompass a
compassionate and human
response, the insuring of safety and
survival, and the assessment and
management of any physical injury or
threat to life. Experience suggests
that following most traumatic events,
very few individuals require
immediate treatment because of the
severity of their behavioral
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helplesshess and powerlessness.
Survivors of human-made trauma
may feel particularly valueless
and debased. It is critical to
provide an opportunity for the
survivor to regain a sense of self-
esteem and control over their life.
Assumptions about personal
invulnerability, the existence of a
meaningful world, and positive
self-perception may have been
shattered.

The recovery environment
should provide support,
protection, containment, and
structure and must avoid the
further stigmatization of
converting disaster survivors into
'patients’ or ’'permanent’
survivors. Stigmatization isolates
survivors at the time when they
most need social support.

Identifying needs for further
counseling orintervention

Identifying those who are
particularly stressed or at risk and
ensuring that they are followed up
by community counselors is
another important part of
psychological first aid.
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going disturbed or abnormal behavior
and ongoing cognitive impairments,
such as continuing dissociation or

impact on concentration or memory,”

would all call for Referral. This
process can link those affected into
either support or protection if still on
site, orf appropriate, to emergency
medical/psychiatric care. It can also
ensure that those likely to be at higher
risk are provided with necessary
intervention or care and linked to
follow-up Referral needs to take into
account psychological, psychiatric
and neuropsychiatric effects, for
instance anxiety, depression, organic
brain effects, panic, delirium,
cognitive impairments and their
potential sources. While this

125D 2006

decompensation. An individual may
or may not be in a state in which he or
she wishes, oris prepared, to discuss
what has happened. Nevertheless,
some gentle querying may, if
appropriate by utilized for a
‘therapeutic assessment’ to identify
whether a traumatized person who is
showing arousal, cognitive or
behavioral disturbance needs
émergency psychosocial care. The
aim of this process is to ensure the
person’s psychological safety, link
them to further care if necessary, or
ensure a basis for identification and
follow-up if they are thought to be
suffering from a disorder requiring
professional treatment.
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