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MOVING ON FROM TRAUMA 
 
There is no "right" or “best” way to respond to a traumatic event. And not all the effects of 
trauma are necessarily bad. Some people move on relatively easily and quickly from trauma and 
some seem to take longer. Some people find that the traumatic event brings them closer to 
others. Some people may feel the need to withdraw and they struggle to come to terms with the 
event. These are all within the range of human responses and are all valid responses. Having 
said that, most people can and do get over trauma.  
 
The hallmarks of trauma are a loss of a sense of safety and control, and a difficulty in giving 
meaning to the event in the broader context of one’s life. Many of the adverse effects of a 
traumatic event such as repeatedly thinking about the event, withdrawing from others, or denying 
that anything significant happened, are actually attempts to deal with these two factors. There 
can be a range of physical effects as well such as disturbed sleep, headaches, nausea, and so 
on that may require management. 
 
Each person is individual and there are many ways to move on and get over trauma. One 
of the first suggestions then is to just let yourself feel what you feel, think what you think, and so 
on, without trying to judge it, fix it or correct it or be bamboozled by "experts" who think they know 
more about your trauma experience and recovery than you do. Be discriminating about advice – 
beware of claims “miracle cures” and the claims of sceptics. Try things and do what works for 
you. 
 
Many people resolve trauma not by revisiting the past, but by connecting to a future with 
possibilities and meaning. You might try linking the post-trauma experience to things that help 
move you into the future. For example, every time you catch yourself recalling the event, you 
could take one action that might move you a little way toward your preferred future. Find 
something, a goal, a project, a resolution, something that gets you through the day, the night or 
the next year by giving you a sense of hope and possibility for the future. Then do one thing 
associated with that future. Another way of putting yourself in the future is to ask yourself what 
would you like to be able to say in three years time about the way you got through this time. 
 
Some people get stuck in post-traumatic experience as if they are "frozen in time," that is, 
they repeat the same feelings, thoughts, actions, interactions, images, and so on, over and over. 
One way to get unstuck is to change any part of the repeating pattern in any small way you can. 
Focus on some other image, change one small action, think something different, change your 
language slightly, and so on, to break yourself out of the "frozen in time" negative state. Typical 
examples might be changing the order in which you recall the events, or consider them from 
someone else’s perspective, or changing the way or when you do any practices that have arisen 
from the traumatic event. Thinking can be changed from "all or nothing" thinking (e.g. “It’s a 
complete disaster.”) to thinking that puts things more into proportion and includes other elements 
(“It has been extremely difficult and we are moving on.”). Notice the times when you are doing 
things that work and are useful to you rather than focussing on those that don't work. Literally do 
more of the useful actions.  
 
Some people disconnect in the wake of a traumatic event, disconnect from themselves 
internally (from their bodies, their feelings, their memories, and so on) or disconnect from others 
and the world. If you have the sense that you have disconnected and that is part of the problem 
for you, you may want to take some small steps to reconnect. You might draw upon what you 
have done in the past to connect with yourself or others (get a massage to reconnect with your 

ANU COUNSELLING 

mailto:Counselling.Centre@anu.edu.au
http://counselling.anu.edu.au/


 
 

ANU Counselling - ANU, Canberra ACT 2601, Australia 

Telephone (02)61780455; Email: Counselling.Centre@anu.edu.au   Web: http://counselling.anu.edu.au/  

 

body, call a friend and make a lunch date to reconnect with others, and so on). Connecting with 
those who have had similar experiences seems to be particularly helpful. 
 
Related to the previous section, some people find it useful to contribute to the world or 
other people in order to move on or deal with traumatic events. Supporting a community 
response to the trauma event, joining with others who are in the same boat, helping feed and 
support rescue workers, and the like, may be difficult and upsetting at times, but then people 
know they are doing something that contributes to their and others healing which can be 
profoundly uplifting even in the midst of tragedy. 
 
Establishing or reestablishing normal routines and healthy behaviors helps to manage the 
stress associated with a traumatic event. Regular meals and rest times, moderate exercise, and 
time for enjoyable activities can be important in taking care of yourself and your family physically, 
emotionally, and psychologically. Avoiding excessive alcohol, drugs, and other destructive 
‘coping’ mechanisms is recommended. For some people, a return to work is very stabilizing, but 
making major life changes such as change of jobs or career will only increase stress. 
 
Lastly, healing rituals are a time-honored tradition for resolving trauma. Many cultures have 
used rituals to help people make transitions and give people a sense of tradition and stability. 
Example of rituals include: writing in a journal regularly, attending some religious or spiritual 
services or gatherings, meet with fellow survivors to mark formally the passing of the event and 
affirming the hopes for the future, or burying a symbol of the traumatic event, locating it firmly in 
the past. 
 

RESPONDING TO FAMILY, FRIENDS AND COLLEAGUES AFFECTED 
BY A TRAUMATIC EVENT 

 
A family member, friend or colleague who has been involved in a traumatic event may or 
may not be showing signs of distress. People are very different and it is not always obvious 
what the most helpful way to respond is. The following ideas represent the conventional wisdom 
in dealing initially with people who may be experiencing trauma, but you can throw them out if 
they don’t seem to be helpful in your particular case! The important thing is to do what works out 
to be actually useful, but you may want to start with the ideas below. 
 
Listen carefully, then listen some more. People may feel the need to go over the event 
repeatedly. It can be an important way of coming to terms with it. Allowing the person to talk, 
listening attentively and respectfully, at times reflecting back your understanding of their 
perspective and their emotions, may be what they appreciate most. 
 
A traumatic event may affect a person’s sense of safety and sense of being in control. 
Therefore, the more you take control (emergencies excepted) the harder it may be for them to 
feel safe and in charge of their lives again. Let them set the pace for what they need to do. Offer 
assistance but don’t take over. Assistance with practical things of their choosing like minding 
children, arranging meals, cleaning, etc are particularly valuable. Encourage the person to adopt 
routines, structures, and plans in their lives, especially in the coming months, as these help 
provide that sense of safety and control. 
 
Likewise, some may struggle to make sense, give meaning to what has happened. Avoid 
trying to provide meaning, especially well-intentioned phrases like, “Lucky it wasn’t worse”, or “It 
will all work out for the best in the end.” People are rarely consoled by such statements, and they 
pre-empt the person’s own efforts to gain perspective on the event and their individual response. 
Offer sympathy, and express your desire to understand, and to help. Use their language in 
reflecting your understanding. Check out that you are hearing them as they intend. Put that 
process in their hands. 
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People respond in different ways: some need more closeness, some need more time to 
themselves. Respect the person’s preference. You can make the offer of spending time with 
them, and make sure they are aware of their community and family resources. Connecting with 
other people who have suffered similar experiences or even in the same event can be very 
beneficial. 
 
Strong emotion including anger and a sense of injustice are valid reactions to a traumatic 
event. Try not to take it personally if directed at you – listen, empathise, then possibly turn the 
interaction to the person’s needs right now and what can be done to meet them. If necessary, 
take ‘time out’, but reassure the person that you will still be there for them if possible. 
 
Children react to traumatic events in many ways ranging from regression to earlier behaviors, 
to increased tantrums or withdrawal, to poor performance at school. The younger the child the more 
their distress seems to show up in ‘somatic’, i.e. physical ways such as stomach upsets, aches and 
pains.  
 
Here are some ideas that may help parents support their children: 

 Spend more time with children and let them be more dependent on you during the months 
following the traumatic event - for example, allowing your child to cling to you more often 
than usual. Physical affection is very comforting to children who have experienced trauma.  

 Provide play experiences to help relieve tension. Younger children in particular may find it 
easier to share their ideas and feelings about the event through non-verbal activities such 
as drawing.  

 Encourage older children to speak with you, and with one another, about their thoughts and 
feelings. Respond to questions in terms they can comprehend. Reassure them repeatedly 
that you care about them and that you understand and take seriously their fears and 
concerns.  

 Keep regular schedules for activities such as eating, playing and going to bed to help restore 
a sense of security and normalcy.  

On the whole, however, children are extremely adaptable, do recover well, and may be more 
affected by their parents’ anxiety and stress than the actual traumatic event. A calm, reassuring 
presence may be what they need the most. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Adapted from “You say you want some resolution” by Bill O'Hanlon, M.S. LMFT.  
Website: www.brieftherapy.com  
Additional material from the APA Help Centre: helping.apa.org/daily/ptguidelines 

Some material has been adapted from the American Psychological Association Trauma topic 
section: www.apa.org/topics/trauma/index.html 
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