
A natural disaster is a traumatic and frightening  experience. It’s normal for people of all ages to react strongly to it, both 
immediately and in the days and weeks that follow. Although each person’s experience will be different, there are some common 
reactions to the trauma and loss that a disaster brings. These will gradually decrease as you adjust to what’s happened, and as you 
get some good support and rest.

Trauma and grief reactions can be hard to deal with for a time, 
but they’re NORMAL REACTIONS TO AN ABNORMAL EVENT. 

You’re not losing your mind or going crazy. It can often be diffi cult for those who weren’t involved to understand what you’re going 
through. Perhaps you could show them this information and chat with them about what it’s like for you right now.

Emotional reactions 
Feelings can be very strong and unpredictable. Many say it’s like being on a roller coaster.

• shocked – hard to take it in, disbelieving, confused, feeling numb, as if things are unreal
• helpless and despairing – feeling things are out of control, overwhelmed, feeling vulnerable  
• anxious and worried – anxious about your safety and others’,  uncertain what will happen next,  jumpy and on edge, 

agitated, possibly experiencing panic attacks 
• angry –  irritable and reactive,  sudden outbursts, angry at who caused it or “allowed it to happen”, the injustice and 

senselessness of it all, increased levels of aggression for some
• sad and grieving – for the many losses a disaster causes, especially if there have been deaths or serious injuries, or 

serious damage to homes and the community
• guilty – such as, for not doing more when it happened or not behaving as you would have liked
• moody, perhaps depressed – fi nding it hard to be positive, feeling hopeless, possibly suicidal thoughts 

Physical reactions 
• a racing heart rate – palpitations, chest pains, increased blood pressure
• hot and sweating or cold and shaky
• breathing fast – hard to take a deep breath, dizzy
• trembling and unsteady – need to sit or lie down
• crying – sobbing, tearful, screaming 
• tense muscles, tight chest, hard to swallow, headaches
• nauseous – going to the toilet more often, diarrhoea, constipation
• tired – exhausted, lack of energy
• wired – restless, wanting to move, bursts of energy
• sleep problems – sleeping less or more, hard to get to sleep because of upsetting thoughts, waking often
• appetite changes – eating less or more
• decreased interest in sex
• existing health conditions worsen, such as asthma, skin condition, mental illness, or a heart condition
• falling ill more easily – clumsier and more accident prone
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Mental reactions
• things can seem a blur 
• hard to focus or concentrate  – preoccupied, distracted, slow thinking 
• forgetful – can’t remember details, brain fog
• continually on alert – hypervigilant, looking for more possible threats 
• diffi culty making decisions or planning
• replaying distressing memories – they continue on loop, such as “What if I had done x, y or z, instead?”
• distressing fl ashbacks – “reliving” the experience, including having physical reactions to the vivid memories
• extremely sensitive to any sounds, smells, tastes, sensations or sights that trigger bad memories of 

the event
• dreams and nightmares 

Spiritual reactions
• questioning – Why has this happened?
• looking for meaning in what’s happened
• fi nding it harder to know what or who to trust now
• moving towards or away from faith beliefs

Behavioural reactions
• withdrawing from/avoiding others, or needing to be with/near others more than usual
• wanting to check where loved ones are through the day
• increased arguing and confl ict with others – tense relationships
• loss of interest in things usually enjoyed 
• avoiding work or wanting to work more
• increased use of alcohol, cigarettes or drugs, or increased risk-taking 

Understanding that what you are experiencing are normal reactions to distressing 
events can help you along the path to recovery. So can asking for support.

Tips for getting through this time
A traumatic disaster can turn life upside down. There is no simple fi x to make things better right away. But there are some resilient 
steps you can take to help you, your family, wh-anau and community to improve wellbeing and feel more in control of things. 

• Give yourself some time to adjust. This will be an up and down time for a while. Be patient with yourself, 
and others.

• Keep up a daily routine as much as possible. Do some things you enjoy every day – even simple things.
• Spend time with others who care about you. Keep connected.
• Make healthy choices – eat healthy meals, drink plenty of water, get enough exercise, rest and sleep.
• Accept support from trusted people who care and can help in practical ways and provide emotional support. 
• Talk with others who’ve also been through the disaster. It often helps to talk with those who ‘get it’.
• Support others if you can. When communities support each other well, everyone recovers better, together.  
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• What’s helped you in stressful times before? Use those stress-busting ideas. Look for ways to relax.
• Several times each day, take some slow, deep belly breaths in and out. Easy but super-effective for calming 

down.
• Avoid regularly using alcohol or drugs. This could negatively affect your wellbeing and delay your recovery.
• Limit the time you listen to, watch, or read media reports on the disaster.
• Ask for extra help when you need it. The stress and disruption can often be too much to handle alone.

Seek extra help and support if…
• The reactions listed earlier are particularly intense or worrying for you, or if they continue for more than a month.
• Your physical reactions are concerning you, or if you develop an illness or have an injury.
• You’re struggling to cope and feel overwhelmed most of the time.
• You have no one you trust to talk to about your experience and reactions to it.
• You are becoming dependent on regularly using alcohol or drugs to help you cope.
• You think you may have developed depression or a high level of anxiety that is hard to manage.
• You’re feeling there’s little hope and have thoughts of self-harm or of ending your life. 
• You have serious concerns about how your family/wh-anau are coping.

Look for help and support from family, friends, and caring people around you.

Call a locally advertised disaster help line, call or text the 24/7 Need to Talk helpline on 1737, or reach 
out to Victim Support.

It’s okay to discuss your mental health with your GP, who may also be able to refer you to other 
professional support.

How can Victim Support Help?
• Someone to talk to as you manage grief and trauma
• Information and help to navigate services and support available in New Zealand

Call 0800 842 846 (domestic) or +64 4 474 8862 (international) 

How can Need to Talk help?
• 24/7 phone line if you are feeling anxious, depressed, overwhelmed or just need to talk with someone

Call or text 1737 (New Zealand domestic only). Visit www.1737.org.nz to fi nd out more.

How can ACC help?
• Financial support for people bereaved or injured and their families.

Phone 0800 101 996 (domestic) or +64 7 848 7400 (international) or email claims@acc.co.nz.  
Visit www.acc.co.nz to fi nd out more.
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