STRESS REACTIONS IN DISASTER RESPONDERS

COMMON DISASTER WORKER STRESS REACTIONS

PSYCHOLOGICAL “and” EMOTIONAL


Feeling heroic, invulnerable, euphoric


Denial


Anxiety and fear


Worry about safety of self or others


Anger


Irritability


Restlessness


Sadness, grief, depression, moodiness


Distressing dreams


Guilt or “survivor guilt”


Feeling overwhelmed, hopeless


Feeling isolated, lost, or abandoned


Apathy


Identification with survivors

COGNITIVE


Memory problems


Disorientation


Confusion


Slowness of thinking and comprehension


Difficulty calculating, setting priorities, making decisions


Poor concentration


Limited attention span


Loss of objectivity


Unable to stop thinking about disaster


Blaming

BEHAVIORAL


Change in activity


Decreased efficiency and effectiveness


Difficulty communicating


Increased use of humor


Outbursts of anger, frequent arguments


Inability to rest or let “down”


Change in eating habits


Change in sleeping patterns


Change in patterns of intimacy, sexuality


Change in job performance


Periods of crying


Increased use of alcohol, tobacco, drugs


Social withdrawal, silence


Vigilance about safety of environment


Avoidance of activities or places that trigger memories


Proness to accidents

PHYSICAL


Increased heartbeat, respirations


Increased blood pressure


Upset stomach, nausea, diarrhea


Change in appetite, weight loss or gain


Sweating or chills


Tremor (hands, lips)


Muscle twitching


“Muffled” hearing


Tunnel vision


Feeling uncoordinated


Headaches


Soreness in muscles


Lower back pain


Feeling a “lump in the throat”


Exaggerated startle reaction


Fatigue


Menstrual cycle changes


Change in sexual desire


Decreased resistance to infection


Flare-up of allergies and arthritis


Hair loss

PHYSICAL STRESS REACTIONS REQUIRING PROMPT MEDICAL EVALUATION


Chest pain


Irregular heartbeat


Difficulty breathing


Fainting or dizziness


Collapse


Unusually high blood pressure


Numbness or paralysis of part of body


Excessive dehydration


Frequent vomiting


Blood in stool

WHAT TO DO


Request a critical incident stress debriefing.


Talk about what happened.


Discuss your feelings.


Don’t ‘Monday Morning Quarterback’ – thinking of what I could have done differently.


Take care of yourself physically – rest, balanced diet, exercise.


Maintain a routine.


Medication should be taken only under the supervision of a physician.


Substances may be addictive and interfere with the healing process.

REACTIONS TO STRESS THAT ARE FREQUENTLY EXPERIENCED

Change in appetite or weight

Excessive use of sick time

Low resistance to illness

Work or family problems

Feeling overwhelmed

Loss of concentration

Sleep disturbances

Accident prone

Helplessness

Withdrawal

Frustration

Regression

Flashbacks

Numbness

Depression

Irritability

Outrage

Despair

Crying

Fatigue

Anger

Grief

Fear

All of these feelings and thoughts are normal and natural even though they may seem very different from others.  As individuals we respond in our own way.  The memory will always be a part of your life.  The incident cannot be erased.  Everyone moves at their own pace through the stages of crisis and healing.  For some people, there may be on-going problems.
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