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Tips for Healthy Coping After the 11/13 Paris Attacks  
 
Dear friends, 
  
The attacks in Paris yesterday leave us in shock and mourning. Those of you who were 
physically close to it may be feeling like you're facing a different reality today. Being a 
psychologist specializing in trauma, I have received questions from friends in Paris about coping 
after a disaster. Here are a few words to those who were there, or were impacted by having a 
loved one in the area: 
  
You may be feeling a messy mix of things right now. There is no one "normal" reaction, or way 
to cope. Some really common experiences after a terrible event are: 
  

•       Feeling nervous, fearful, or sad 
•       Crying easily 
•       Feeling a sense of dread or hopelessness about the future 
•       Feeling lonely or abandoned 
•       Feeling shocked, numb, or detached from things 
•       Trouble concentrating or making decisions 
•       Feeling on guard, jumpy, or easily scared 
•       Having bad dreams 
•       Trouble sleeping 
•       Wanting to avoid places, people or things that remind you of the awful event 
•       Wanting to avoid thinking about what happened 
•       Having strong memories about what happened, or strong emotions when you remember 
it 
•       Feeling very tired 
•       Grouchy, irritable or agitated 
•       Urges to smoke, eat, drink alcohol, use drugs or sex to feel better more than usual 
•       Loss of appetite 
•       Upset stomach 
•       Heart pounding, sweating 
•       Ongoing medical problems get a little worse 

  
(For more information on common reactions to trauma, see the National Center for PTSD 
websitehttp://www.ptsd.va.gov/public/problems/common-reactions-after-trauma.asp) 
  
For most people, these symptoms can last for several days up to about 3 months. Then they 
usually subside and you will feel better. Here are a few tips for dealing with the uncomfortable 
Now. 
  
1. Start with a little "watchful waiting." Things may feel weird for a while. Think about being like a 
good parent to yourself: in other words, pay kind attention and notice what you're going through, 
without panicking or overreacting. 
  
How? 
  



First just notice what you're feeling and doing. Are your moods changing? Are you very 
distressed? Feeling disconnected or lonely? Are you being short with people? Do certain things 
make you feel a little better or a little worse? Are you having urges to self-soothe with alcohol or 
other substances? Are these feelings lasting, or do they change and pass? (It may help to jot 
down a few notes so you can monitor yourself over time.) 
  
2. Give yourself a little extra space and TLC right now. Try to slow things down and dial down 
the pressure to perform at the top of your game. It's ok to cancel unnecessary things that feel 
burdensome; on the other hand, if it feels good to get out and do distracting things, go for it - 
that's good medicine too. 
  
3. Listen to your body and take care of it, so it can take care of you and get you back on your 
feet. Extreme stress affects the whole nervous system, and we need to calm and nourish it back 
to regularity. Eat, get sunlight, do some gentle exercise (or vigorous if you feel like it). Notice 
what effect that extra drink(s) might be having on your evening or next day, and if it's not great, 
try to bring yourself back into moderation. 
  
4. Being around other people can be good. It's not necessary for everyone, but isolating 
completely can cause its own problems. If you think socializing would be good for you, make 
some low-stress plans. It's ok to talk about your scary experience; it's also ok to be around 
people and NOT talk about it. Sometimes we just need to be in good company. (More info on 
this in these handy Psychological First Aid 
handouts: http://www.ptsd.va.gov/professional/manuals/manual-
pdf/pfa/PFA_Appx_E_handouts.pdf) 
  
5. Return to your routines early on. Structure and activity helps. But carve out special time with 
loved ones too. 
  
6. If your mind is spinning about what this awful event means about the world, the future, etc., 
gently remind yourself "one step at a time." It is important to think about the meaning of such 
events; and that is a long-term proposition. Seek balance between easing back into your 
routine, and considering what this all means. Quite often, positive meaning comes out of 
trauma. We realize how precious our time with friends or family is. We feel gratitude for the 
natural beauty and the comforts around us. We savor food and the feeling of moving our bodies. 
We get our priorities straight. And if we are very concerned about world events, we can begin to 
think and talk with others about ways that we might contribute - how we might be part of making 
things a just bit better, whether in our immediate orbit, our community, or broader networks. 
Check out my colleague Jocelyn Sze's blog post about living life in a way that honors your 
values, even in the mundane day-to-day: http://cbtsanfrancisco.com/feeling-drained/ 
  
"IS THIS A PROBLEM?" SIGNS THAT YOU MAY NEED ADDITIONAL SUPPORT: 
  
For some people, things don't get better over time. Instead, the stress level stays high and 
develops into Depression or Post-traumatic Stress Disorder. This is not due to mental 
"weakness." Some risk factors for long-term trauma reactions are: 
  

•       Exposure to prior traumas (e.g., accidents, abuse, assault, combat, rescue work) 
•       Chronic medical illness or psychological disorders 
•       Recent or subsequent major life stressors or emotional strain (e.g., single parenting) 
•       Lack of positive social support 



•       Chronic poverty, homelessness, unemployment, or discrimination 
  
Also look out for severity and impact of your stress symptoms over the first month after the 
event. Notice if you're having intense, prolonged reactions such as: 
  

•     Repeated and very distressing, intrusive thoughts, images or nightmares about the event 
•     Intense "arousal," i.e., feeling amped-up with anxiety, fear or watchfulness 
•     Inconsolable crying 
•     Feeling dissociated or like you're "watching myself from the outside." 
•     Excessive or risky use of alcohol, drugs or sex 
•     Symptoms are impairing your ability to do the basic things that make your life 
work (working, taking care of your home, self-care, communicating effectively with 
others) 

  
If you're noticing these things, or if symptoms are less intense but still bothering you after 
several weeks, you should consider talking to an experienced trauma therapist. If you have 
been deeply affected by trauma, it is not reasonable to try to manage it alone. 
  
Look for a therapist who is experienced in CBT (Cognitive Behavioral Therapy). Here are more 
tips for locating and vetting trauma therapists (European friends, these links are mostly US-
based, but you may find help through ISTSS, and the other advice applies): 
  
http://www.ptsd.va.gov/public/treatment/therapy-med/finding-a-therapist.asp 
  
  
"YOU GOTTA TALK ABOUT IT" - OR NOT: A WORD TO WISE FRIENDS 
  
People need social support after a horrific event, but that looks very different for different 
people. Some people need to talk about it, but others need time to process it on their own, and 
in the meantime they need their friends for support and pleasant distraction. 
  
Many well-intentioned health workers have tried to help disaster survivors by "debriefing" and 
processing feelings immediately after the event. Unfortunately, the research on this shows it's 
not very effective, and can even cause 
harm http://www.ptsd.va.gov/professional/newsletters/research-quarterly/V12N4.pdf 
  
So, it's not necessarily a bad sign if your friend is not talking about it. Hang out, show interest in 
his experience, let him know you're extra-available right now and open to hearing whatever he 
wants to share about it, but don't push or probe. Again I point you to the helpful Psychological 
First Aid handout (Page 2) http://www.ptsd.va.gov/professional/manuals/manual-
pdf/pfa/PFA_Appx_E_handouts.pdf 
  
In solidarity, 
  
Emily Sachs, PhD 
Licensed Psychologist 
Assistant Clinical Professor, UCSF - Volunteer 
www.dremilysachs.com 
 


