
TRAUMATIC STRESS INFORMATION SHEET

Serious life-threatening events can cause strong stress reactions and interfere with everyday functioning. 
These reactions may appear a few hours or a few days after the traumatic event but in some cases only 
weeks or months later. The symptoms of a stress reaction may last a few days, a few weeks, or longer. If 
severe symptoms last more than a month, it is advisable to consult a professional for assessment and 
assistance.

Acute Stress Reaction Typical Signs and Symptoms
Physical Difficulty falling or staying asleep.

Changes in appetite.
Changes in energy.

Behavioural Feeling jumpy, tense, on edge, ‘hyped-up’.
Feeling restless.
Being startled by loud or unexpected noises.
Withdrawing socially (feeling that others don’t understand).
Losing interest in activities previously enjoyed.
Increased alcohol use.
Staying away from places/events that are reminders of trauma.
Trying to avoid thinking or talking about the trauma.

Cognitive Feeling unable to think clearly (feeling confused and finding it difficult to make 
decisions).
Difficulty concentrating and remembering to do things.
Finding it difficult to remember the dangerous event.
‘Flashbacks’ – re-playing the event when don’t want to think about it or 
thinking/acting as though it is happening again.
Nightmares.

Emotional Feeling irritable or becoming easily irritated or angry.
Feeling angry and looking for someone to blame.
Feeling guilty and blaming self for what did/did not do during traumatic event.
Feeling helpless and out of control.
Feeling sad, despondent and pessimistic.
Feeling numb and disconnected from others.
Feeling frightened and suspicious of others.
High anxiety and fear when reminded of trauma (e.g., return to place of 
trauma).



Symptom Managing symptoms in the days/weeks after the event
Physical Get plenty of rest.

Relaxation activities/exercises are important to reduce adrenaline arousal.
Physical exercise can help bring down stress levels.
Control sleep environment (lighting, heat, noise, sleep routine) to help sleep.
Eat well-balanced and regular meals (even if you don’t feel like it).

Behavioural Structure your time and try to keep appropriately busy.
Maintain as normal a schedule as possible.
Talk to people who you trust and find supportive when you feel like talking.
Be sure not to use alcohol or drugs to deal with the symptoms.
Help others who have been through the trauma by sharing your feelings and checking out 
if they are okay.

Cognitive Remember these reactions are normal reactions.
Use to-do-lists and write things down if you find you are forgetful.
Try not to make life-changing or big life change decisions.
Make as many daily decisions as possible that will give you a feeling of control over your 
life.
Don’t try to fight reoccurring thoughts, dreams or flashbacks - they are normal and will 
decrease over time and become less painful.

Emotional Spend time with colleagues, friends and family who you find supportive.
Share your feelings with people who you find supportive and understanding.
Do some things that you find enjoyable.

Supporting colleagues, family members, friends who have experienced trauma

 Understand the normal symptoms and natural response to trauma.
 Help create/restore safety in physical environment so person can rest and relax.
 Support person as needed in managing symptoms.
 Be available to listen when the person wants to speak about the trauma.
 Be alert to severe symptoms that persist more than a month after the trauma and interfere 

with work or other day-to-day activities as these may require professional support in order to 
resolve the symptoms.


