
After Traumatic Events: Changes, Difficulties and Coping Strategies 

 

What is trauma? 

Events that lead to fright, panic, terror, and helplessness by threatening the life and the 

physical or psychological integrity of a person are called traumatic events. There are two 

types of traumatic events: natural disasters and manmade traumas. Among the first group 

are events such as earthquakes, floods, accidents, early or sudden loss of a loved one and 

illnesses; among the second are intentional harm carried out by others, such as war, forced 

migration (or forced displacement), physical or sexual assault/abuse. Severe neglect in early 

childhood can also be thought of as traumatic. Traumatic events were once assumed to be 

“outside the range of ordinary human experience”, however it is now known that many 

traumatic events (like abuse) are unfortunately quite common.  

Common symptoms following traumatic events: 

Fear, inability to sleep or increased sleep, anger outbursts, feelings of derealization, feeling 

distant from others, hypervigilance, wishes to avoid certain places, things or people that 

remind the event, eating disorders, confronting risky situations, flashbacks, reexperiencing 

the traumatic event, not being able to show initiative and feeling overly passive, feeling edgy 

and as if something terrible can happen at any moment, feeling the urge to hurt oneself or 

others, having difficulties concentrating, substance abuse, feeling intensely alone and very 

different from all tohers. 

A traumatic event distrupts the usual course of one’s life. A person who has been 

traumatised feels as if his/her life does not proceed in a foreseeble fashion, and feels as if 

anyhting can happen at any given moment. Life does not feel safe and predictable anymore 

as it used to. The person might feel his/her past is far away, as if it belongs to someone else, 

as if he/she has become a completely different person. Being unable to cope up with the 

impact of the trauma makes the person feel very weak and anxious, as if she/he cannot 

control anything in life, as if his/her life, or sometimes his/her mind is completely out of 

control. Some scary symptoms of trauma (like derealization, flashbacks, etc) may frighten 

the person and make him/her feel as if s/he is going crazy. The person might feel angry at 

others for failing to protect him/her, and likewise feel angry with herself/himself, feel 

responsible and guilty for the event that has happened. Due to its traumatic nature, it might 

feel impossible to find the words to describe the event and the experience, and the event 

may be recorded in bodily sensations without a narration. There may be difficulties with the 

memory of the event, and the person might have difficulties giving meaning to what has 

happened.  

Below are some of the difficulties people who suffer from traumatic stress can experience: 



 The person may feel as if s/he is reexperiencing the event in the present time. He/she 

can feel the bodily sensations that was felt at the time of the event.This is called 

“flashback” and is a typical symptom following trauma.  

 

 The person may find it impossible to remember specific parts of the traumatic event, 

the event may be remembered in fragments instead of a whole sequence, and some 

parts of the event may be remembered involuntarily (as in flashbacks). These are 

related to the very specific way traumatic events are encoded in memory (and in the 

body).  

 

 The person may find that the s/he has lost interest in activities which s/he used to 

enjoy. After traumatic events some people start to find their lives more valuable and 

meaningful (this is called “post traumatic growth”), while others may have more 

intense feelings of meaninglessness.  

 

 The person may start to experience feelings in a restricted range, may feel numb, and 

as if she/he cannot feel anything. Feeling positive emotions, feeling affection, love, 

and intimact can especially be difficult. Numbness is a typical coping mechanism for 

trauma, however it leads to difficulties in interpersonal relationships. It may lead to 

the avoidance of others, the person can feel like a stranger even with people whom 

she/he used to feel close to; can feel as if she/he is completely different from them, 

and as if no one can understand him/her. Playful activities can feel difficult. 

 

 The person may feel that s/he has no future, and can stop making long term plans.  

 

 The person may try to avoid the people and places that remind himself/herself of the 

traumatic event, may realize sudden physiological bodily reactions if she/he meets 

with such reminders. He/she might try hard not to remember or feel anything relared 

to the event. Even though these are strategies for coping the difficult emotions, they 

may reinforce and increase such difficulties because avoidance may both distrupt the 

daily life of the person (school/work/social life) and increase the symptoms.  

 

 The person’s mind might be so busy with the effects of trauma, that he/she might 

have difficulties concentrating, learning, and remembering the learned material.  

 

 There are three kinds of responses to life threatening events: fighting, fleeing 

(escaping), and freezing. The person’s body may remain fixed in one of these three 

states even after the event is over. The body may continue the physiological 

responses of these three states. The person may remain hypervigilant, may feel 

something bad may happen if he/she relaxes. This may relate to problems with 

sleeping or relaxing. 



 

 The person may experience uncontrallable anger outbursts, and hurt himself/herself 

and others. Such harm may not always be obvious; some people may repeatedly 

engage in relationships that hurt them or in circumstances that are risky or 

threatening for them.  

 

 Shame and guilt: Shame and guilt are both very common following trauma, and 

especially interpersonal traumas that include neglect and violence. Whether explicitly 

or implicitly, the person may wrongfully conclude that such events has happened to 

him/her because s/he had deserved it, because s/he had done something wrong. 

Especially those who have experienced such events during childhood are specifically 

vulnerable to such thoughts. This is also a strategy for feeling in control: if a child 

believes that s/he has caused the violence, then this means that s/he can also stop it 

– that it can be stopped. Rather than thinking that some events cannot be stopped, 

believing that somebody (or oneself) has chosen not to stop them provides a much 

controllable view of the world. However, it also brings intense feelings of frustration 

and guilt.  

 

 “Survivor guilt”: People who have survived events which have led to the death of 

others may struggle with intense feelings of guilt. Sometimes such guilt may be felt 

directly by the person, and sometimes it can be hidden beneath other symptoms 

such  as difficulties with work or studies, difficulties with daily life, difficulties with 

success and progress. 

Because of all these symptoms, one can feel as if s/he is “going crazy”, or losing control. 

Flashbacks and vivid nightmares can be specifically frightnening. It is important to keep in 

mind that these are common reactions to traumatic events and do not mean that the person 

is going crazy.  

Coping with trauma: 

How to help yourself following a traumatic event 

There are two basic elements of coping with trauma: empowerment and reconnection. The 

first pertains to taking up the responsibility to heal and to regain one’s sense of control in all 

areas of life, and the second pertains to reconnecting with oneself, with others, and with the 

world, feeling that others testify to the traumatic experience, and finding a place for the 

event in one’s life history. 

Below you can find various practical everyday suggestions for coping with the effects of 

trauma: 

 Do not forget to pay attention to your basic needs 



Your first steps should be to take care of your basic needs: eat regularly, sleep 

regularly, and be sure to get rest. It is essential to keep your daily life going in its 

ordinary routine as much as possible, while prioritizing safety.  

 

 Get informed about what you have been going through 

Certain symptoms related to trauma may be frightening – flashbacks, memory 

problems, feeling “unreal”. Therefore you may feel that your are beginning to go 

crazy. Sometimes the symptoms may start after some time has passed since the 

event, and it might be difficult to see that they are related to the event. In any case, it 

is important to learn that these symptoms are normal following traumatic events and 

that they do not mean that there is something wrong with you. However, if these 

symptoms last more than a month, you may need to consider getting professional 

support.   

 

 Create for yourself “safe spaces” 

Traumatic events shatter our perception of the world as a safe place, and leave us in 

fear, anxiety and helplessness. The basic characteristic of trauma is that it breaks 

through our relation of trust with ourselves, with others, and with the world. 

Therefore one of the first steps to healing is to create for yourself safe spaces, that is, 

phsyical and psychological spaces in which you feel safe. This means that you will 

need to find the physical places that you feel secure, and try to stay close to people 

whom you feel safe with. Many people have these kinds of personal spaces, like a 

specific sea side, or a hidden place, where they can visit when they need to feel safe.  

 

 It is okay if you have problems feeling positive emotions (affection, joy, 

peacefulness)  

Try to participate in activities which you used to enjoy –even if you do not feel quite 

willing to do so. Many people find that as they engage in previously enjoyed 

activities, they slowly begin to enjoy them again. However, you may need to keep 

patient as it can take some time, and it is therefore important not to give up quickly. 

 

 Social support is one of the most effective protective factors against trauma.  

Trauma makes people feel very alone. Following traumatic events, many people feel 

that it is impossible for others to understand them, which can lead to feelings of 

anger and disappointment. In some cases, one can feel angry and disappointed even 

with people who are in fact trying to help. Especially with interpersonal trauma, the 

central factor in healing is reconnecting with others and forming secure relations 

once again. Therefore you may need to try to be patient with yourself and with close 



others (surely those others who have not been abusive to you) even when they are 

having difficulties understanding you. 

 

 Avoidance might increase your anxiety and make it more difficult to engage in 

social settings again. Symptoms following trauma may push a person away from 

social interactions, and therefore increase the risk of school drop out and missing 

classes. The person may realize that s/he has started to avoid social interactions or 

fear crowded places, and avoid going to classes from the fear of having to speak with 

others. In such cases, it is important to motivate yourself to get help instead of 

avoiding these interactions. Avoidance frequently only worsens the symptoms.  

 

 You may realize that it is quite difficult for you to talk about your traumatic 

experiences. 

A unique feature of trauma is that it makes the person deeply want to talk about the 

event, but speaking about it feels very difficult and the person may feel regretful 

afterwards. In most cases, going through a traumatic event alone without sharing the 

experience with anyone, worsens the experience. When speaking about your 

traumas, try to make sure that you are in a safe environment with people you feel 

safe with, and that you tell only as much as you wish to. 

 

 Being exposed to images of violence increases the traumatic effects of the events.  

Especially in cases of mass traumas (such as bombings, war, migration) many images 

(photos or videos) of the event are circulated through the media. Considering that 

people are likely to reexperience such events or have nightmares related to those 

events, it is important for you to protect yourself and try not to expose yourself to 

such images as much as possible.  

 

 Always remember that it is the perpetrator who is responsible from the abuse, and 

not the victim/survivor.  

Many people who survive from interpersonal traumas such as abuse later suffer from 

intense shame and guilt. Therefore, it is very important to remember and to remind 

others that it is always the perpetrator who is responsible from the violence, and in 

no case the victim/survivor.  

 

 Try to get engaged in activities that ease your relation with your body and your 

emotions, such as arts and sports. A typical characteristic of trauma is that it can 

make you feel as if everything has lost meaning. Trying to stay engaged with activities 

that you had enjoyed or found meaningful will both make it easier for you to stay 

better and to stay away from feelings of meaninglessness and emptiness.  

 



 You may realize that you have started to have a difficult time coping with negative 

emotions or events – even when they seem to be unrelated to the traumatic event. 

It is therefore important to learn how to tolerate and cope up with such emotions. 

Especially when you feel like you are having a difficult time coping with intense 

anxiety and anger, you can try breathing exercises, muscle relaxation exercises, 

meditation, sports, yoga, music or spending time in nature. Activities that engage 

your body and emotions are of great help in healing following trauma.  

 

 If you are having “flashbacks”: 

 

- Set beforehand a list of people, places, activities or things that soothe and calm 

you. when you are having flashbacks, you can create in your mind images of such 

calming people or places. You can also call people that you trust, speaking with 

others might help to bring yourself to the present time and place again.  

 

- Look around yourself, and name the things you see around you. Describe for 

yourself the present date (year-month-day) and time of day, and where you are 

at the moment, what you and others are doing. Try to focus on your senses; 

name the smells that you can identify, the sounds that you can identify, touch the 

things around you and focus on your sense of touching. Exercises that focus on 

the present moment and on the senses will help to bring you back to the present 

time that you are in. Remind yourself that no matter how frightnening the 

flashbacks can be, the images and senses they bring about belong in fact to a time 

that has passed, and that you are no longer in that time.  

 

 

 If you have difficulties sleeping, try to go to sleep at the same time evey day and 

before midnight, and wake up at the same time every morning.  

 

Do not do sports, eat, or use caffein or cigarettes before you go to sleep; these all 

have stimulating effects on your brain that make it more difficult to go to sleep. Try 

to use your sleeping space only for sleeping or getting rest, and not for working or 

socializing. 



 You may be having difficulties concentrating, planning and organizing, making 

decisions. Traumatic events overwhelm one’s mind, therefore you might be having 

such difficulties which are considered to be normal for the first few months. In order 

to make life easier for yourself, you can make a to-do list for yourself and place it 

somewhere you can see during the day, make daily plans, and write down the steps 

for the things you need to do.  

 In most cases, various kinds of losses are experienced in the aftermath of 

trauma. Such losses can involve both physical or symbolic losses. Therefore, 

mourning and mourning rituals play an important role in healing. You can create 

for yourself simple rituals for your losses that may help you construct a more 

healing relationship with your loss.  

 Pay attention to anniversaries. There is a phenomenon called “anniversary 

reactions”: Worsening of symptoms is common at anniversaries of the event. Do not 

panic if you feel that your symptoms are coming back, or worsening at the 

anniversary of the event, it is common and in most cases, passes quickly.  

 

 Those traumas that effect a whole family or a group may have different impacts on 

everyone. Everyone gets effected differently by such events, and everyone has their 

own way of coping – even when they have been exposed to the same event, and 

even if they belong to the same group (such as a family or class). For instance, one 

family member may want to speak again and again about a shared traumatic event, 

whereas another may not want to hear or speak a word about it. It is important to 

remember that people’s ways of coping may be different than others, and to try to 

pay them respect even when it is difficult to understand them.  

 

 A typical characteristic of trauma is that it renders one more vulnerable to risk.  

Some people may realize that following a traumatic event, they have been exposed 

to risky situations more frequently than they used to. Substance abuse, intense 

alcohol consumption, continously being involved in violent relationships (using 

violence or being exposed to violence in relationships) are among such risky 

situations.  

 

Getting support 

There are many people who do not seek help even though they have endured intense 

traumatic stress. Among the common reasons that make people less likely to seek help are; 

wanting to avoid all that can be related to the traumatic event, feeling as if getting 

professional help will validate the fear that one has lost his/her mind, and beginning to see 

the symptoms as permanent characteristics of oneself instead of responses to the traumatic 



event. Therefore it is essential to be aware of the symptoms, to identify them, and to access 

support when necessary. Trauma can be healed, but it may require professional support.   

 

If the difficulties that started following a traumatic event lead to problems in your daily 

life, if you are having thoughts about death or damage to self or others, if you feel you 

need support you should visit an expert in the field. 

For more information: 

Bahçeşehir University Psychological Counseling Center 
 
Beşiktaş Campus: 0212 381 58 60- 381 58 51 
 

E-mail:  

aysel.kocanoglu@dso.bau.edu.tr 

ceylan.ersun@dso.bau.edu.tr 

aylindeniz.ulkumen@dso.bau.edu.tr 

 

Prepared by: Clinical Psychologist Aylin D. Ülkümen 
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