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How Managers Can Help Employees Deal With 
Traumatic Events
When people experience a major traumatic event, they may feel a sense of helplessness, serious injury 
or a threat of death. Major traumatic events affect survivors, rescue workers, members of the media and 
friends and relatives of the victims. They may also have an impact on people who have seen the event either 
firsthand or on television. 

The period that follows a traumatic situation is not easy. Such events may leave emotional scars that may 
take time to heal. During this time, it is normal to feel a range of emotions. It is important to acknowledge 
these feelings, let them run their course and allow for enough time to properly process the event. This is part 
of the healing process.

What are common responses to tragedy? 
Emotional responses to a traumatic event may vary. People may exhibit feelings of fear, grief and depression. 
Physical and behavioral responses include nausea, dizziness and changes in appetite or sleep pattern, as well 
as withdrawal from daily activities. Responses to trauma can last a few days, weeks or months before people 
resolve their reactions to the event. 

Some of the emotions a person may experience include: 

• Shock. Feelings of disbelief.

• Fear. The feeling that the event may happen again.

• Anger. Many people feel rage against a perpetrator or the circumstances that led up to the event. 

• Alienation. Feeling misunderstood by others or feeling that the event has made the person experiencing 
the trauma different from others.

• Helplessness. Feelings of frustration for being powerless over the event.

• Guilt or blame. Feeling responsible for what happened or guilty for surviving the event when others did not.

• Mistrust. Feeling unfounded doubts or mistrust about others or similar situations.

• Sorrow. Feelings of great sadness about the event. 

Stages of Coping
Most people respond to traumatic events through a series of coping stages. These stages may vary from 
person to person: 

1. Shock. This stage usually occurs shortly after the event. The survivor can feel confused, dazed, anxious 
and exhausted as he or she tries to process the reality of the event.

2. Denial. As a defense mechanism, the survivor may ignore his/her feelings, refuse to talk about what 
happened or shut down emotionally.

3. Intrusion. Memories and emotions may invade the survivor’s consciousness as he or she struggles to 
accept the loss. The survivor may experience mood changes, irritability, encounter difficulty concentrating, 
become sensitive to external stimuli and encounter sleep disturbances.

4. Working through. The survivor has learned to accept what has happened and adopt strategies to cope 
with the aftermath.

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
Most people report feeling better within three months after a traumatic event. If the difficulties in daily 
functioning become worse or last longer than one month after the event, the person may be suffering from  
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

Post-traumatic stress disorder is an intense physical and emotional response to thoughts and reminders  
of the traumatic event. The symptoms of PTSD fall into three broad types: re-living, avoidance and increased 
arousal. 
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• Symptoms of re-living may include flashbacks, nightmares and extreme emotional and physical reactions 
to reminders of the event. Emotional reactions can include feelings of guilt, extreme fear of harm and 
numbing of emotions. Physical reactions can include uncontrollable shaking, chills, heart palpitations and 
tension headaches.

• Symptoms of avoidance may include staying away from activities, places, thoughts or feelings related to 
the trauma or isolating from others.

• Symptoms of increased arousal may include being overly alert or easily startled, difficulty sleeping, 
irritability, outbursts of anger and lack of concentration. 

Other symptoms linked with PTSD may include panic attacks, depression, suicidal thoughts, drug/alcohol 
abuse and not being able to complete daily tasks.

When to Get Help for PTSD 
About half of those with PTSD recover within three months without treatment. Sometimes symptoms 
persist and may last for more than three months. This may happen because of the severity of the event, 
direct exposure to the traumatic event, seriousness of the threat to one’s life, the frequency of the event, 
history of past trauma and psychological difficulties prior to the event. 

People should consider seeking professional help when symptoms affect their relationship with family and 
friends, or affect their daily level of functioning, including job performance. You can contact your Employee 
Assistance Program (EAP) or talk with a health care provider to get help.

Tips for Employees Dealing With a Traumatic Event 
The following tips can help one to cope with a traumatic event: 

• Understand that the reactions are normal, especially right after the event. 

• Keep your usual daily routine.

• Take the time to resolve day-to-day conflicts so they do not add to your stress.

• Do not shy away from situations, people and places that remind you of the event. 

• Find ways to relax and be kind to yourself.

• Turn to family, friends and others for support. Talk about your experiences and feelings with them.

• Participate in leisure and recreational activities.

• Recognize that you cannot control everything.

• Recognize the need for professional help and contact your Employee Assistance Program. 

• Reach out to others for support. Take comfort in the love and care of family and friends. Join a local 
support group for survivors of trauma.

• Take care of your body and your mind. Get plenty of rest. Eat right and exercise.

• Avoid unhealthy coping behaviors. Do not turn to drugs or alcohol to help you cope. Find positive outlets 
and expressions, such as exercise, volunteer work or involvement in support groups.

• Find healing through writing. Many survivors find that keeping a journal and detailing their experiences 
through writing becomes a healthy, positive expression and coping technique. Try a daily gratitude journal 
by writing everything for which you feel grateful that day. 

• It will take time to readjust and get back to your daily routine after a traumatic event. Be patient during this 
period, and do not rush the healing process.

• There may be setbacks and emotional relapses along the way. Do not ignore your feelings or reactions. 
Be honest with yourself and others. Make a commitment to learn from your experiences and turn difficult 
events into positive life lessons.



Tips for Managers to Help Employees Cope 
• Give your employees the gift of being listened to empathically. Helping your employees feel that their

concerns are being heard can be more powerful than trying to come up with solutions.

• Though some temporary adjustments in deadlines and expectations can be helpful for employees having a
difficult time, remember that a return to routine is also a part of healing.

• Be flexible and support employees as they resume their usual responsibilities. Express confidence in their
ability to perform their jobs under difficult circumstances.

• Remember that everyone reacts differently and at a different rate. Some of the factors in how an
employee recovers include past trauma, personality traits such as optimism and coping skills.

• During and after a traumatic event, it can be helpful to see us as part of something bigger than ourselves.
After 9-11, for example, employees took pride in their efforts to return to Lower Manhattan. Organizing a
charitable drive or other event can help employees feel that they are contributing to an overall recovery.

• Remind employees that it is particularly important to take care of themselves during stressful times.

• Eating healthy foods and getting the right amount of sleep is beneficial to cope with stress. At the same
time, lack of sleep or reliance on alcohol to cope can make matters worse and postpone the recovery
process.

• Make sure to take care of yourself during stressful times. Pay attention to your own stress levels and
seek help as needed. Your Employee Assistance Program is a good place to turn for help after a traumatic
event.

How Your EAP Can Help:
• The EAP can help you decide what resources may best assist your employees following a traumatic event.

• In some cases, it may be helpful for a counselor to come to the site and provide supportive services to
the affected team members. These Critical Incident Stress Management (CISM) services are often done
in a group setting. The goals of a CISM are to normalize employees’ responses, help them anticipate
the stages of emotions they may experience and provide them with tools to cope. To schedule a CISM,
contact your HR department or call your GuidanceResources toll-free number.

• If you feel an individual employee is having a difficult time coping with a traumatic event, you can suggest
he or she call the EAP for assistance. You can stress that the service is confidential and professional.

Here when you need us.
Call: 844.449.6537
TTY: 800.697.0353
Online: guidanceresources.com 
App: GuidanceNowSM

Web ID: appstate
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Call ComPsych® GuidanceResources® 
anytime for confidential assistance.

Confidential Counseling
Someone to talk to.
This no-cost counseling service helps you address stress, 
relationship and other personal issues you and your family may 
face. It is staffed by GuidanceConsultantsSM—highly trained 
master’s and doctoral level clinicians who will listen to your 
concerns and quickly refer you to in-person counseling and 
other resources for:

 › Stress, anxiety and depression › Job pressures
 › Relationship/marital conflicts › Grief and loss 
 › Problems with children › Substance abuse

Financial Information and Resources 
Discover your best options.
Speak by phone with our Certified Public Accountants and 
Certified Financial Planners on a wide range of financial  
issues, including:

 › Getting out of debt › Retirement planning
 › Credit card or loan problems › Estate planning
 › Tax questions › Saving for college

Legal Support and Resources
Expert info when you need it.
Talk to our attorneys by phone. If you require representation, 
we’ll refer you to a qualified attorney in your area for a free 
30-minute consultation with a 25% reduction in customary
legal fees thereafter. Call about:

 › Divorce and family law › Real estate transactions
 › Debt and bankruptcy › Civil and criminal actions
 › Landlord/tenant issues › Contracts

Work-Life Solutions
Delegate your “to-do” list.
Our Work-Life specialists will do the research for you, 
providing qualified referrals and customized resources for: 

 › Child and elder care › College planning
 › Moving and relocation › Pet care
 › Making major purchases › Home repair

GuidanceResources® Online
Knowledge at your fingertips.
GuidanceResources Online is your one stop for expert 
information on the issues that matter most to you...
relationships, work, school, children, wellness, legal, financial, 
free time and more.

 › Timely articles, HelpSheetsSM, tutorials, streaming videos and 
self-assessments

 › “Ask the Expert” personal responses to your questions
 › Child care, elder care, attorney and financial planner searches

Just call or click to access your services.
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Human Resources, Academic Affairs and Counseling for Faculty and Staff have partnered with ComPsych 
GuidanceResources to offer ASU faculty and staff an enhanced Employee Assistance Program. This network of 
services can help you improve your health, achieve more at work and at home, and handle personal or professional 
challenges. The services are strictly confidential, provided free of charge and available to you and your immediate 
family members 24 hours a day, seven days a week, by phone or online.

Call: 844.449.6537    TDD: 800.697.0353
Go online: guidanceresources.com    Your company Web ID: appstate

Your ComPsych® GuidanceResources® Program

CALL ANYTIME
Call: 844.449.6537
TDD: 800.697.0353
Online: guidanceresources.com
Your company Web ID: appstate
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