When it Happens in your Town- Taking Care of Yourself
You never know.

Have you thought out your response? Your role? Your expectations for yourself and of you? Have you been through the “what if” scenarios where you are the victim of a disaster? Do you run or help. Is there even a choice? 

Training generally covers when a disaster happens to another person, place, another company, another family. Training prepares one to enter into another’s trauma zone. In there quick enough to help settle, heal, educate, assess, refer and/or support, and then out. If one is in there too long, there is risk of it affecting you too. One can rationalize it as “part of the job”, or deny being affected, but the likelihood of being affected is great. As a compassionate person empathizing with the horror of an employee’s experience, we too, suppress reactions to perform our tasks.  Energy is spent managing these internal reactions in order to maintain professional boundaries, perspective, and effectiveness to our clients. Hopefully, there is time for afterwards to process and recover. 
When it happens in your town, you will have a reaction. You will have a stress response. Fight or flight, which will you do?

As both a victim and responder on 9/11/01 in New York, I look back and recall witnessing the many fight or flight reactions to the stress response. Clearly employees, pedestrians, and residents after standing in shock, fled. They escaped, called their families and found a safe haven.

First responders- police, fire department, emergency rescue teams, ambulances, corporate medical departments and yes, Employee Assistance Program professionals first response was to fight- help, assist, attend to, rescue, and challenge the monster before you so it doesn’t win. In this case, losing innocent people to terrorism.
What will you do?

I witnessed police and firemen fleeing the scene to safety, then most of them returning to the scene to help. I remember experiencing this as odd- “they’re not suppose to be running from the scene.”  Some times I remember passing a responder on my way back to the scene only to pass him again when I was fleeing!

Fight or flight was occurring simultaneously with plenty of energy to do both. To do either one exclusively meant experiencing conflict for not doing the other. I say that like I had a choice. I didn’t, but wrestled with it nonetheless. I simply endured. 

Endure- To remain firm, as under trial or suffering; to suffer patiently or without yielding; to bear up under adversity; to hold out. (Webster's Revised Unabridged Dictionary, © 1996, 1998 MICRA, Inc)
Suffer- To tolerate or endure evil, injury, pain, or death. The American Heritage® Dictionary of the English Language, Fourth Edition Copyright © 2000 by Houghton Mifflin Company. Published by Houghton Mifflin Company. All rights reserved.

             To feel, or endure, with pain, annoyance, etc.; to submit to with distress or    grief; to undergo; as, to suffer pain of body, or grief of mind. Webster's Revised Unabridged Dictionary, © 1996, 1998 MICRA, Inc.
What will you do when a disaster comes to your town? Which way will your stress response take you?
I don’t know the answer. My guess is that my response is likely to be similar. It is what I do and who I am. But this time:

· Cell phone remains charged and attached to my body

· All family and friends phone numbers are in speed dial

· Nature of my work is discussed with family and significant others.

· Secondary contacts are assigned (in the event you cannot reach your main contact)

· Secondary locations are determined ( if home base is not available)

· Shoes are comfortable

· Breakfast is eaten before getting to work
· There is money in my wallet

· Car keys are kept in my pocket.

· I will secure safety first and work my way back to help if needed or able to.

It is what I can do and what I have control over.  What will you do? Please talk it over.

You too are a candidate for debriefing services. Arrange them. It is easy to be unavailable for this as there is so much to do, so many to help, and energy is focused to the task at hand. The protective forces our bodies have activated should not be disrupted, but nor will they last. The timing of intervention is critical.  Here lies some of the differences between a debriefing and defusing.  

An outside EAP Professional who has knowledge of your work, can and should be able to address the group as victims first professionals second in a debriefing and the other way around in a defusing.  Consider contracting or consulting with a professional now, rather than later as he/she may also be very busy at the time of the event.  Have an in-state person and out of state person in case the critical incident is local.
Companies are now doing mock disaster response. Has your EAP done this? Consider contacting your client companies to encourage this preparation. Make sure you, as the EAP for the company, are part of planning process.  Companies may come up with great plans, but not account for the influence of their own stress response.
I worked for a company who in the summer of 2001 was doing a mock response to a Hurricane hitting New York City, and the devastation likely to occur to employees and business.  The EAP was invited to share the human experience of previous disaster responses and educate about the stress response. At the end of the training a strong message was sent out to the “volunteers”- discuss with family and make emergency plans for themselves. Elements of the company’s response to 9/11 could be seen coming from this mock disaster response.
What if When it happens in your town, what will you do?
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