Giving Psychological Support

This fact sheet provides information and advice for human service workers and welfare providers dealing with people affected by an emergency.

	In emergencies and crisis situations, people put themselves into a survival state to get through it.  They use up emotional reserves without realising it and arouse a lot of nervous energy to deal with problems and cope with fears and feelings.  This is called a ‘state of stress’.  It is the body’ natural way of enabling the person to work outside their normal comfort zone.

Some of the signs of this are:

· Narrow focus on the important things while having little interest in other aspects.

· Ability to concentrate and work hard for long periods.

· Putting aside feelings in order to do what has to be done.

· Being able to carry a lot of details in their mind and keep track of the important things.

· Putting their own needs aside including feelings of hunger, fatigue etc, while they are needed by others.

· Being able to think clearly and quickly.

· Keeping a step ahead of what is happening.

However, this costs the person a lot and although many people can keep this going for long periods (often as long as they need to), eventually they start to feel the ill effects.

When this happens they start to show stress symptoms.  These are the normal signs of the rebound from the ‘high’ they have been on.
	Some of the indications of this are:

Thinking
· Difficulty thinking clearly, concentrating or remembering details.

· Not speaking clearly, slurring words, forgetting names.

Physical

· Bodily tension, stress and tightness in muscles.

· Headaches, trembling, nausea, aches and pains.

· Sleepy but cannot sleep.

· Lack of appetite, desire for stimulants, sugar, alcohol, tobacco, coffee.

Emotional

· Feeling overwhelmed, emotional, waves of anger or worry that are not reasonable.

· Feeling irritable and restless, unable to relax or keep still

· Cannot feel happy, enjoyment or affection for loved ones.

· Moody and gloomy, feeling sad and hopeless as though it will never end.

	Relationships

· Blaming others and getting it all out of proportion.

· Changed relationships, avoiding contact or alternatively always wanting others around.

The longer the person is under stress the stronger the symptoms are likely to be.  Often they are likely to let out their frustration on people trying to help or do things for them, or provide services because there may be no one else that they can safely do it to.  There are a number of ways this may happen.

They may:

· Get angry and blame helpers for things they have no control over.

· Burst into tears; get very upset when helped or when they don’t get what they want.

· Get frustrated and angry because help is too little, too late, or not what they need most

· Not want to talk to helpers or not stop talking about what has happened.

· Be confused, can’t think or answer questions clearly and are frustrating to deal with.

· Forget to do simple things or that someone else has done things for them.

· Treat helpers as though they are making things worse.

· Be unable to understand what organisation the helper comes from.

General Advice

The following general advice can be given to people to minimise the impact of stress:

1. Recognise your stress; don’t try to talk yourself out of it or see it as a weakness.

2. Stay in contact with other understanding people for support.

3. Talk and think about it.  It is healthy to be upset, unhealthy to suppress it.

4. Be careful of accidents; concentration and judgement may be impaired under stress. 

5. Take time to recover when you can; watch your reactions so you can look after yourself.

6. Do things you enjoy to help yourself to relax and unwind.

7. If you are numb and switched off, try to get involved in simple routines to get going.

Guidelines for Good Listening
Letting people talk is one of the best ways for them to calm down and get over their distress.  When they tell their story they start to express for themselves what they fell.  This can be the basis for moving on and starting to be more positive about themselves.   

Helpers can do a lot to ensure that people feel able to talk things out:

1. Look directly at the person speaking to you.

2. Avoid interrupting.

3. Ask questions occasionally to make sure you understand what they mean


	These are all normal but sometimes take some time to go away after the actual crisis has subsided.  The problems are aggravated by people not knowing what is happening to them, or if their reactions are normal.  Some people feel foolish and ashamed afterwards.  It helps to give them clear, simple guidance about what to do and restore confidence in themselves.

The Role of the Support Person
You can help stressed people by listening, supporting, giving information and helping with practical needs.  People need information about their reactions, to understand what is happening and simple advice about how to help themselves through it.

· Don’t take anything they say personally, think of it as a message about how they feel.

· Look to see what people need, they may not be able to express it.

· Help them feel in control of themselves by letting them make even small decisions about their own welfare.

· If they are distressed, provide comfort and companionship.  Do not reassure or talk them out of their feelings unless you are sure that you know it will be ok.

· Confirm they have good reason to be upset, it is normal and will pass.

· Help them recover their composure in their own way and their own time.  Often it is best to stay quietly with them till the emotion subsides.

· Listen respectfully to everything they say, show it is important and you wish to understand them.

· Encourage them to think about who else they can get support from.

4. Don’t judge or give opinions, let the person speak freely what they want to say.

5. Don’t tell people what they should think or feel.

6. Make sure you know why a question is being asked before answering it.

Unhelpful Ways of Relating to Affected People
The following are likely to make things worse for people under stress:

· Ordering them around or telling them to do things without explaining why.

· Telling them not to worry, that it could have been worse, others are worse off or they are lucky it wasn’t worse.

· Talking down to them

· Not listening to them.

· Reassuring them that everything is all right when it is not.

· Taking their anger or other emotions personally.

· Separating them from those they are with.

· Getting sentimental or excited with them.

· Not giving them privacy or independence when they need it.

If people are worried about any of their symptoms or not getting better, they can seek advice and help to prevent problems developing.  

	Looking After Yourself
Dealing with a lot of distressed people can be exhausting.  You need to look after yourself if you are to do good work and provide the quality of help you are there for.

· Take regular short breaks.

· Stop when you have had enough.

· Talk about the day before you go home if it has been difficult.

· Take care to avoid accidents.

· Make sure you look after yourself and get proper rest.

· Spend some time doing things you enjoy with people you like when off duty.

· Get plenty of rest and sleep

· Take exercise to relax

· Eat well and regularly.


	Further details
   Help and more information may be  

     obtained from…

· Your GP or local community health centre

· In the phonebook under medical white pages

· Child, Youth and Family                  0800 FAMILY (326 459)

· Youthline 0800 376 633 (www.youthline.co.nz)

· In an emergency always call 111
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