What We Say After a Disaster Can Make or Break the Healing Process

According to disaster mental health experts, “The words you say in the midst of a crisis situation are especially powerful.  The right ones can help a survivor experience the most effective emotional state to cope with a traumatic situation.  Saying the wrong words can completely undermine a person’s ability to cope.”

Helping others who have been affected by a tragedy fosters resiliency and may even reduce the risk of developing Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).  Not everyone is qualified to administer CPR, first aid, or psychological aid to those suffering, but  we can all learn how to talk compassionately to victims.  Unfortunately, some things people say are meant to be helpful, but may, in fact, be harmful to a victim’s emotional well-being. 

It is important to use good judgment and resist the urge to rush in and “fix the problem.”  

Some ineffective or damaging responses to victims include:

· “I understand”- Only the person having the experience can truly understand it from their           

       own perspective.
· “You’re lucky you survived” – A person who has been traumatized or who has lost a  

        lloved one does not feel very lucky.
· “The good die young”– It all depends on your beliefs about the spiritual realm.  It is hard 
           to match your beliefs with another’s so don’t try. 
· “The angels took your loved one to heaven.” – The person might have a different belief     
        and such a remark could backfire and spur anger. It is better to check first with the  

        person to determine his beliefs or attitudes towards religion.
· “It could be worse.” – The person will not believe this after enduring such a traumatic    

             event.
· “Let me tell you what happened to me.” – At this critical time the victim is not interested 
       In hearing the helper’s trauma story.        
· “You need to get on with your life” – The person is not able to even think of the future. 
        He needs to stay in the moment and process what has happened. By suggesting that 

        she need to move on, you may rob the survivor of the necessary steps in the process  

        of grieving or recovering from the trauma.        
·  “You think this is bad. I’ve been through worse.” – The person will feel you are 
              competing with  him in some kind of biggest victim/worse disaster contest.  

Comforting and constructive responses include:

· What can I do to make you more comfortable? – An obvious way to present yourself as 
       someone  who cares.
· “I can only imagine how horrible this must be for you.”– This approach validates that you 
       are not  trying to second guess the person’s exact feelings. It gives the person room to 
       deal with the situation in his best way.
· “This wasn’t your fault.” – Many victims feel guilty that they have survived and others did   

        not (survivor guilt). They think they should have done something to save other people. 
        If only I  had…..”  This response lets them know that they are not responsible. It may 
        help to reduce their guilt. (Note: This applies only to people who have not actually 
        caused or contributed to the negative event.) 
· “You are safe now”– Say this only if she is really out of danger.  
· “Things may never be the same, but they can improve with time” – This helps to put things  

              into perspective, and give someone hope for the future. It can also start the healing 
              process.
· “Believe it or not, I might understand. Something like this happened to me.” – There is an           

       appropriate time and a proper way to let the victim know that he is not alone, that is,  

       others have had similar experiences.  

Saying the appropriate words is only a small part of how to help others deal with a catastrophe. Helpers are advised to listen actively and to make eye contact to tune into the physical and mental states of others. We also urge you to assist victims by contacting support agencies NOVA or The Red Cross.  
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