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Traumatic Events and
Reactions to Them

What do we mean by a frightening or

traumatic event?

In our everyday lives, any of us can
have an experience that makes us
feel very scared, worried, or upset.

A traumatic event can involve a
threat to our safety, but any situation
that is frightening, overwhelming, and
beyond our control may be traumatic.
Examples include: accidents, injuries,
serious illness or medical procedures.
A burn injur-:.r is one of the most
commeon accidents in childhood. If
you have experienced a serious burn
resulting in a hospital admission then
it is pnssible that you may have some
emotional reactions as a result of

the trauma.

Why are traumatic events so

shocking?

They can undermine our sense that life
is fair and reasonably safe, and make
us fear that the world is an unsafe
place to be. Traumatic experiences can
therefore make us question our safety.

How do people react to Frightening or
traumatic events?

When we have experienced a
traumatic event or injury, many people
feel upset, angry, confused, scared,
anxious, guilty, and sad. We might

also experience:

Flashbacks and nightmares

+  This is when we find curselves re-
living the event over and over again,
which can be very frightening. This
can happen both as a ‘flashback’
during the day, and as nightmares
during sleep

» They can be very realistic, so it feels
as though we are living through the
experience all over again. We see it
in our mind, but may also experience
the emotional and physical feelings
of what happened.

Avcidance and numbing

»  Sometimes it can be too upsetting to
remember what happened. We might
try not to think about it, by avoiding
places and pecple that remind us
of the event. We might try to keep
busy by losing ourselves in a hobby,
working very hard, or spending time
absorbed in other activities

«  We may also try to cope by bottling
our feelings up and trying to ‘switch
off” any feelings. We may do this
by communicating less with other
people, but this can be hard for

others around us too
Being ‘on guard’

+ This is sometimes called
‘hypervigilance’. It means that
we try to stay alert all of the
time, as if we are looking out
for danger. We might feel very
anxious and find it hard to sleep.
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Other people may notice that we
are jumpy and irritable

Other reactions and l"eelings may
include:

+  Physical complaints, e.g. aches
and pains, headache, diarrhoea,
irregular heartbeats

+ Difficulty concentrating or
sleeping

+ Changes in eating habits
. Feelings of panic and fear
Are these reactions normal?

Yes. Almost everyone experiences
some of these reactions for a month
or so after a traumatic event. They
can keep us going and help us to
understand what happened. Over a
few weeks, most people slowly come
to terms with the event and these
symptoms start to disappear.

Things that can help
Cuping with flashbacks:

Flashbacks are a common experience
following a traumatic event. They
can be upsetting, but some of the
following suggestions may help:

» Remind yourself that you are
having a flashback and that
this is normal after a traumatic
experience

+ Remind yourself that the event
was in the past, and you are not in
danger now: “that was then, and
this is now”

+ Try some ways of ‘grounding’
yourself, where passible:

- Look around the room: think of 5
things you can see, 4 things you can
hear, 3 things you can feel, and 2
things you can smell.

- Stamp your feet or clap your hands
to remind yourself of where you are.

+ Let someane know you are having
a flashback, so they can help if
you want them to. They could hold
you, talk to you, or help you to
remember that you are safe

+  Notice the sensations in your
body; the boundary of your skin,
your clothes; the chair, bed, or
fleor supporting you. Remind
yourself of where you are right
now

Relaxed Breathing

Put one hand on
your chest and

one on your
stomach. To

help you relax,
breathe deeply

so that the hand on
your stomach gets
pushed up and down.
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Square Breathing

Imagine a square in front of you. The
square’s sides are each 4 moments
long, like this:

SOUARE
BREATHMNG

« Breathe in for 4 seconds. Wait for
4 seconds

« Breathe out for 4 seconds. Wait
for 4 seconds

« Continue for up to 5 minutes

+« The most important part is to
make sure that your out-breath is
slow

Things that | find helpful

Tr:.r fi"ing in the table across with
things that yeu might find he|pfu|.
You could share this with Fami|)r,
Friends, and loved ones to help them
understand and get involved with

things that you find helpful.
Other tips:

+  Talk about what happened to
someone you trust, like a parent,

teacher, or your doctor

+  Get back to your usual routine as
soon as you are able to, e.g. going
back to school and seeing friends

+« Eat and exercise regula rl:,,r
« Do things you enjoy

+  Keep hobbies and activities
going, even if you may not feel as
motivated to do them

+  Have a relaxing bedtime routine
and try to get a good amount of
sleep each night

+ Try relaxation or mindfulness
exercises, e.g. using apps such
as Headspace or Breathe

Try not to:

+  Beat yourself up about it.
Pasttraumatic stress symptoms
are not a sign of weakness. They
are a usual reaction of any person
to a terrifying experience

«  Bottle up your feelings, because
talking is usually very good at
helping you to feel better

+ Expect the memories to go away
straight away

+ Expect too much of yourself. Give
yourself a break while you adjust

to what has happened

. Stay away from other pepple
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Helpful Resources

You might find the Following links and

resources helpful:

https:a’f’yuu ngminds.org.ukf’Find—helpa’
conditions/ptsd/

Ynung Minds

Mindfu|ness APPS

. HEADSPACE

Headspace or Breathe can be
downloaded from the app store and
Google Play store. Some people find
them really useful to help relax.

Further Support

When reactions to your burn in_jury -
such as flashbacks or avoiding

things - continue for a long time or
get in the way of everyday life, it can
sometimes be helpful to speak to a

Clinical Psychologist.

Clinical Psychologists are trained in
understanding how people develop,
think, feel and behave. We use this
knowledge to help children and their
families cope with any difficulties.

If you think you would find speaking
to one of the Burns Clinical
Psychalogists helpful, your doctor or
nurses can make a referral to us here
in Psychaological Services.

We can then think together about the
most helpful approach to support you,
which may include linking you in with

services closer to home.

Support Agencies

Changing Faces
Tel: 0171 742 3206 | -.-.-ww_chan.girugi:aces_cr_u_uk

Children's Burns Trust
Tel: 020 7881 0902 ww'.'.'.c.btrust.ur.g.uk

Dan's Fund for Burns
Tel: 020 7262 4039 w'.'.".'q'.dansi'_unl:lf-:urburns.-:ur.g
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